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ABSTRACT
The U.S. college persistence rate for African American students, remains lowest in
comparison to other race/ethnicities. Academic advising and other forms of academic integration
are emphasized in prior research as associated with positively influencing persistence outcomes.
However, a gap exists in the literature regarding their impact for four-year African American
students and success factors for persistence of these students. Existing academic advisement
studies are primarily institutional with a small sample size, as opposed to a national sample, and
very few are focused on quantitative data analysis.
Therefore, through the analysis of national data from the 2018 National Survey of
Student Engagement (NSSE) and its 2018 Academic Advising Module, this quantitative, binary,
logistic regression study was completed to determine academic advising and academic
integration factors related to first-year student intent to return (measured as persistence) among
African American four-year college students. Specifically, the relationship to persistence was
studied for the demographic characteristics of gender, college grades, major field, and parental
education; academic advising characteristics and experiences (inclusive of the quality of
interactions); institutional characteristics of private versus public institutional control,
institutional selectivity, Basic 2015 Carnegie Classification, institutional size; and students’
perception of the institution as a supportive environment. Two additional NSSE academic
engagement variables were also examined: student-faculty interactions as a function of student
advisement from faculty advisers, and collaborative learning. The sample was 2,104 students
who self-identified as having Black or African American racial/ethnic identity and participated in
both the 2018 National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) and its 2018 Academic Advising
Module.
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Results found the following seven factors as related to first-year student intent to persist
among African American four-year college students: (1) characteristics of optimal academic
advising, (2) student perception of excellent quality interactions with the advisor, (3) the
collaborative learning method of students explaining course material to one or more of their
peers, (4) students attaining college grades of A or A-, (5) being a STEM major, (6) attending a
highly selective institution, and (7) the supportive environment factor of students perceiving an
institutional emphasis on helping them manage their non-academic responsibilities, i.e., work,
family, etc. In addition, for Black students who indicated an intent to persist, statistically
significant difference was found associated with the perception of a supportive campus
environment that differed across racial and ethnic groups.
Implications for institutional and educational stakeholders include recommendations to
assist in providing meaningful academic advising experiences, a commitment to implementing
resources and practices that promote high-quality academic advising, investigating the feasibility
of creating additional opportunities for students to explain their understanding of material to
peers, increased opportunity and course offerings for minority students for AP classes, early
exposure to STEM fields, and greater investment in and/or financial support for STEM
opportunity and support programs. The study also emphasizes that institutions of higher learning
must focus on creating a campus environment perceived as welcoming by all students - in ways
beyond the academic realm - as improvements will benefit not only African American students,
but all students.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
Introduction
Underrepresented minority students consistently progress to a degree or certificate
completion at a much lower rate than White students, with college retention among African
American students commonly among the lower performing groups (Shapiro et al., 2017). The
need for academic advising—a component of academic integration—is emphasized in prior
research as a means for increasing a student’s sense of belonging on university campuses and
thereby associated with positively influencing persistence outcomes (Tinto, 2017). Specifically,
academic advising was emphasized as a tool for clarifying complex decision-making, creating
student self-efficacy, prioritizing student goals, and thus facilitating persistence. In addition,
Goldrick-Rab (2010) found that students often lack access to appropriate information, thus
supporting the importance of academic advising as a solution to barriers to persistence. DeilAmen and Rosenbaum (2003) also found that students with less social capital and understanding
of how college works highly benefit from structured academic advising programs. Thus,
academic advising and other forms of academic integration fill the void in access to appropriate
information, navigating, clarifying, and prioritizing complex higher education procedural
decisions, as well as easing a student’s transition and integration to college culture, and may
positively relate to persistence outcomes as well.
Behavioral economists have also supported academic integration by assisting students in
making informed decisions about their college experience (Castleman, 2015; Damgaard &
Nielsen, 2018). U.S. college persistence rate for African Americans remains lower in comparison
to other races/ethnicities, as well as overall. For instance, for students who entered U.S. higher
education in 2018, the persistence rate for African Americans by the fall of 2019 was 66.3%, as
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compared to 87.5% for Asian students; 80.6% for White students; and 71.8% for Hispanic
students; the persistence rate for students overall was 75.9% (National Student Clearinghouse
Research Center, 2020). Although African American college student persistence rates are higher
at 4-year public and private institutions, differences remain there as well. For instance, entering
students overall in fall 2018 for 4-year public institutions had a persistence rate of 84.7% (88.2%
for full-time students and 59.8% for part-time students). However, although yielding smaller
gaps between races/ethnicities, African American students still had the lowest persistence rate of
78.3%, in comparison to Asian (93.1%), White (88.0%), and Hispanic (82.0%) students. For
those starting at 4-year private, non-profit institutions in fall 2018, the persistence rate was
87.2% overall (89.8% for full-time students and 55.6% for part-time students). Yet, African
American students showed a lower likelihood of persisting (79.1%) than Asian (93.6%), White
(90.5%), and Hispanic (86.2%) students.
College student persistence literature also cites academic integration as having a positive
relationship with student persistence. Kuh et al. (2006) asserted that the likelihood of first-year
student persistence is greatest when students take the opportunity to form study groups, utilize
note-taking advice, and other academic skills and that the probability of student persistence is
increased by involvement in intentional, positive, out-of-class academic activities, such as
tutoring and professorial office hours. Likewise, according to a qualitative case study by
Lancaster and Xu (2017), African American STEM college student persistence was assisted by
peer support, student organizations, and mentoring—a form of academic advisement—whereas
some of the hindering factors were frustration with academic advising and weak, formal
relationships with faculty. Such stresses the importance of academically meaningful academic
and social integration for STEM majors who self-identify as African American.
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Problem Statement
College persistence rates are consistently lower for African American students than for
any other ethnic group. According to Rates (2019), of the 3.5 million students who entered any
U.S. college or university in the fall of 2017 for the first time, Asian students had the highest
overall persistence in to fall of 2018 (84.7%). Similarly, White students persisted at 78.1% and
Hispanic students persisted at 70.3%, while Black students persisted at the lowest rate of 66.2%;
overall, persistence to fall 2018 by all students (2.6 million) was 74% (Rates, 2019). In addition,
although there were graduation gains by all student groups, such gains were unequal across
groups of students. For instance, according to findings from Eberle-Sudre et al. (2015) based on
a 10-year comparison from 2003-2013 of 489 4-year public and 820 private non-profit institution
graduation rates, those institutions that improved and had a sizable number of underrepresented
minority students (at least 50 first-time, full-time underrepresented and 50 first-time, full-time
white students). Improvement was least for Black students (an increase of 4.4 percentage points).
Despite prior research on the stark disparity related to first-year persistence among racially and
ethnically underrepresented students in comparison to their White and Asian peers, although
research supports findings that academic advising and other forms of academic integration
programming may be more impactful for retention of students from historically underrepresented
groups, more studies are necessary (Bowman & Culver, 2018; Grier-Reed et al., 2016;
Mosholder et al., 2016), as there is a gap in the literature regarding the impact of academic
advisement and academic integration for 4-year African American students specifically and
success factors for this population of students.
In addition, existing academic advisement studies are primarily institutional with a small
sample size, as opposed to utilizing a national sample, and very few are focused on quantitative
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data analysis. Therefore, my study was designed to assist in filling these gaps in the literature,
with the overarching goal of shedding light on first-year retention for African American college
students at 4-year institutions by examining the effect of academic integration, inclusive of
proactive academic advising. In doing so, through the analysis of national data from the 2018
National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) and its 2018 Academic Advising Module, this
quantitative, binary, logistic regression study produced impactful findings on African American
college retention in 4-year institutions.
Guiding Theories on College Student Persistence and Retention
Tinto’s original student integration model (1975) posited that student attrition was linked
to both formal and informal academic experiences as well as social integration. Specifically, it
explained that various individual characteristics (i.e., family background, individual attributes,
and pre-college academic experiences) that students possess as they enter college directly
influence their departure decisions, as well as their initial commitments to the institution of
higher learning and the goal of college graduation. Both then influence the level of a student’s
integration into the academic and social systems of the institution.
In recognition of subsequent criticisms, including his own, that due to the change in the
demographics of college students since his 1975 study to one that is more racially and ethnically
diverse and incorporates a less traditional student population, Tinto continued to reframe his
model (1993, 1999, 2000, 2004, 2007) to reflect that experiences of different student groups,
such as African American students, students from low-income families, adult students and
transfer students include unique experiences requiring group-specific interventions and policies
(1993, 1997, 2000, 2007). Revisions by Tinto to his 1975 theoretical framework (1993) included
acknowledgment of the role communities external to the institution—i.e., family, work, and
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community—play in the student’s departure decisions, as well as the addition of financial
resources as part of the student’s pre-college characteristics (Tinto, 1993). He also stressed that
an academic advising component should be included integral to a student’s first-year experience
and promotes student development (Tinto, 1993, 1999 & 2017).
Similar research findings support the concept that positive faculty-student interaction and
student utilization of resources promote academic success—academic advising, tutorials, and
office hours—and positively relate to retention due to the student’s academic and social
integration into the university community (Habley, 2004; Wyckoff, 1998). Particularly, Astin’s
model of student involvement (1984) describes three elements as influential to a student’s
persistence in higher education: (a) student demographics and prior experiences; (b)
environment, including the experiences a student encounters during college; and (c) student
characteristics, including knowledge, attitudes, and beliefs post-college (Pascarella & Terenzini,
2005).
Therefore, I have used Tinto’s revised Student Integration Framework (1993, 1999, 2004,
2007, 2017) and Astin’s Theory of Student Involvement (1985) as the basis of guiding my study,
as I would like to focus on the relationship of academic integration, inclusive of proactive
academic advising, for African American 4-year students in relation to their intention to persist
through the first year of higher education. The student-level persistence indicators proposed to be
utilized in the conceptual model are demographic characteristics, pre-college characteristics,
academic advising and academic integration, other college characteristics, and institutional
characteristics. The study was further guided by Tinto’s (1999, 2017) finding that an academic
advising component is integral to a student’s first-year experience and promotes student
development. The finalized conceptual model and variable choices were based on the literature

5

review. By doing so, I hope to expand on the model and the current body of knowledge
regarding persistence and retention through the first year of college for African American college
students.
Purpose
The purpose of this study is to examine significant academic integration factors that may
relate to first-year college retention for African American 4-year college students, particularly
proactive academic advising, to determine if it is a success factor that aids in their retention
through the first year. Using national student-level data from the National Survey of Student
Engagement (NSSE) and its Academic Advising module, this quantitative logistic regression
study was completed to gain an understanding of the extent to which academic integration
focused on faculty-student interactions outside the classroom relates to African American college
students’ intention to persist through the first year.
Research Question
To examine significant academic integration factors that may relate to first-year college
retention for African American 4-year college students, inclusive of proactive academic
advising, and to determine if it is a success factor that aids in their retention through the first
year, my sole research question was, “What academic advising and academic integration factors
relate to first-year student intent to return among African American 4-year college students?”
Significance of the Study
The study of college retention for African American students is important for various
reasons. Primarily, as U.S. African American college persistence is lower than any other
race/ethnicity, and as the U.S. is becoming increasingly more diverse, the need for an
undergraduate education system that assists in providing solutions to barriers is imperative. As
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such, continued enrollment is a necessary condition for the timely completion of a college degree
(Shapiro et al., 2017). Although college attendance has risen in the past two decades, 6-year
bachelor’s degree attainment for African American students continues to decline (Cataldi et al.,
2018). According to the 2010 U.S. Census U.S. Census Bureau, 2011), African Americans were
13% of the population, and the Hispanic component of the population had grown by 43% to
16.3%. 2020 U.S. Census results were not yet confirmed; however, estimates from the U.S.
Census Bureau Demographic Analysis (2020) for ages 0 to 85 years—based on birth, death, and
Medicare records—reveal (in order of low, middle, and high estimates) the percentage of the
U.S. population estimated to be Black alone as 13.5%, 13.7%, and 13.9%, respectively and
14.9%, 15.1% and 15.4%, respectively for those estimated to be Black alone or in combination
with other races. Percentage estimates for Hispanic origin aged 0 to 29 years were 23.0%, 24.6%,
and 26.0%, respectively, and roughly 5% of the population identified as Asian. The U.S. Census
Bureau’s Demographic Analysis (2020) estimates of the population by Hispanic origin were not
produced for all ages due to the Hispanic origin option not being widely available on birth and
death records until the 1990s (U.S. Census Bureau Demographic Analysis, 2020).
Likewise, according to Shapiro et al. (2017, April), for students entering college in the
fall of 2010, the graduation rate for African American students was least (45.9%), succeeded by
Hispanic students at 55%, while White and Asian students demonstrated the highest graduation
rates of 67.2% and 71.7% respectively. Subsequently, for the fall 2011 cohort of students, the 6year completion rate for African American students had further declined to 39.5%, succeeded by
Hispanic students at 48.6%, and far surpassed by White and Asian students at 66.1% and 68.9%,
respectively (Shapiro et al., 2017, December). A similar study by de Brey et al. (2019) supported
the same finding that for first-time, full-time 4-year undergraduates who began pursuit of a
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degree in fall 2010, the 6-year graduation rate in 2016 was 60% for total students overall but
lowest for Black students (40%) and American Indian/Alaska Native students (39%), while
highest for Asian students (74%), followed by White students (64%), students of two or more
races (60%), Hispanic students (54%), and Pacific Islander students (51%). Achinewhu-Nworgu
(2017) found the highest levels of student attrition to be from year one to year two. As such,
access to and graduation from institutions of higher learning for all populations is integral to
creating a more equitable and democratic society (Duranczyk et al., 2004).
Persistence through the first year and to degree completion also has an impact on a
student’s potential debt load. According to the 2020 Condition of Education Hussar et al., 2020),
for the academic year 2018–2019, 86.4% of first-time, first-year undergraduate students received
financial aid in some form; of those students, 34% were Pell Grant recipients. National data
(College Scorecard, 2021) also reported that most graduates who leave college with debt are
from low-income backgrounds; Pell graduates had about $4,500 more in debt than other
graduates. It has similarly been reported that 73% of graduates with any federal loans also
received a Pell Grant, and nearly 60% of Pell Grant recipients received federal student loans in
all four selected academic years (Digest of Education Statistics, 2019).
Such becomes impactful for students who do not persist and do not complete their
degree. For instance, of the 7.3 million students receiving financial aid in 2017 who received the
Pell Grant as financial assistance (60% of whom were from underrepresented groups), about half
of them did not obtain a baccalaureate degree in six years (Bohanon, 2018) and therefore, were
responsible for repayment while having limited job opportunities without a degree. This number
is particularly stark for African American students who come from homes that have a net worth
of 10% of the average White household (de Brey et al., 2019) and impacts loan repayment.
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According to College Scorecard data (2021), those who default on loans are more likely to be
older, be Pell Grant recipients, and come from underrepresented backgrounds than those who
never default; 30% of defaulters were noted as African American. In addition, according to
longitudinal data on two cohorts of first-time entrants (in 1995–96 and 2003–04), findings have
shown that African American Bachelor of Arts graduates are five times more likely to default
than their White peers (21% versus 4%, respectively).
In addition, retention is a factor related to eventual earnings and employability; continual
enrollment and attainment of a bachelor’s or higher degree are associated with higher earnings
and higher employment rates. According to 2018 U.S. Department of Education statistics, the
median earnings of young adults with a bachelor’s degree was $50,000, which is 34.6% higher
than the median earnings for young adults who solely completed high school ($31,800) and 51%
higher than the amount for those who did not complete high school ($24,500) (de Brey et al.,
2021; McFarland et al., 2018). Subsequently, in 2017, the employment rate was higher for 25-to34-year-olds with higher levels of educational attainment (86% for those with a bachelor’s or
higher degree) than for those with lower levels of educational attainment: 80% for those with
some post-secondary education but no bachelor’s degree; 72% or high school completers, and
57% for those who had not completed high school (McFarland et al., 2018).
However, more stark differences are evident when race/ethnicity is considered as well.
For instance, according to de Brey et al. (2019), 2016 median earnings for Asian full-time
workers ages 25–34 with and without a high school credential ($29,100 and $26,400,
respectively) were not measurably different; however, median earnings for both groups were
lower than those with a bachelor’s or higher degree ($69,100). Likewise, in 2016, the median
annual earnings of White full-time workers ages 25–34 who had not completed high school

9

($29,100) were higher than the median earnings of their Hispanic peers ($25,000), and both
racial/ethnic groups had higher median earnings than Black full-time workers ($21,400). For
those who did complete high school, the median earnings of White full-time workers ($35,000)
were higher than those of their Hispanic ($30,000), Asian ($29,100), and Black ($27,800) peers.
Furthermore, among those with a bachelor’s degree or higher, the median earnings of Asian fulltime workers were highest ($69,100), followed by their White peers ($54,700), and median
earnings for both racial/ethnic groups were higher than those of their Black ($49,400) and
Hispanic ($49,300) peers (de Brey et al., 2019).
In addition to the effect on college students, lack of retention has serious ramifications for
university constituents as it relates to perceived institutional quality. For example, U.S. News and
World Report’s Best Colleges in America prominently displays first-year retention and
graduation rates as part of the metrics used for determining the quality of universities/colleges.
College retention is also interpreted by consumers and outside constituents as a measure of
whether higher education institutions are optimally utilizing economic resources or adequately
contributing to the production of educated citizens who can effectively contribute to the
development of the economy’s goods and services. According to EducationData.org (2020), the
U.S. spent more than any other country on post-secondary education: $33,180 per full-time
student. Therefore, increasing the number of college students who persist to degree attainment
implies a good return on U.S. educational investments. In addition, student tuition and fees are
major drivers of institutional income. Therefore, student retention also has a major impact on
institutional financial planning (Burke, 2019).
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Organization of the Study
To further understand and identify meaningful variables that impact college student
retention, it is important to have a clear understanding of what is being studied, as well as
determine what has already been studied. Therefore, in Chapter 2, I begin with a definition of
persistence and retention that I used, as well as proactive (formerly called intrusive) academic
advising. Next, I review key theories and prior research on major predictors related to college
retention, inclusive of demographic, pre-college, college experience, and curricular experience
characteristics of academic and social integration, and propose a conceptual model for the study.
Chapter 3 follows with a brief restatement of the purpose of the study and research question,
followed by a description of the data source, research design, population and sample, reliability
and validity, statistical model, measures of variables in the model, descriptive statistics across the
data set, the procedure for data analysis, and the study’s limitations. Chapter 4 provides a report
of the logistic regression findings in an effort to address the research question. Lastly, Chapter 5
follows with a discussion of the research findings, interpretations, implications for future
practice, and suggestions for future research.

11

CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW
This chapter consists of three parts, as follows. First, I introduce the definitions of focal
terms, including persistence and retention that I used and intrusive/proactive academic advising.
Next, key theories on retention were discussed, as well as prior research on the effect of major
predictors on the outcome, and African American first-year student retention to the second year
of college was reviewed. Predictors that are reviewed come from one of the following categories
of characteristics: demographic, pre-college, academic and social integration curricular
experience, college experience, and institutional characteristics. Finally, a conceptual model
based on the literature review is proposed for the present study.
Definition of Terms
Many use the terms persistence and retention interchangeably. However, according to the
National Student Clearinghouse Research Center (2020), first-year persistence is defined as an
individual student phenomenon—the percentage of students returning to college at any
institution for their second year and persisting to a goal. On the other hand, retention is expressed
as an organizational phenomenon—the percentage of students who returned to the same
institution—colleges and universities retaining students. However, for the purpose of this
dissertation, first-year retention at the first institution is being utilized and analyzed on the
student level, as opposed to the institutional level.
In addition, proactive academic advising (formerly called intrusive academic advising) is
defined by the globally recognized National Academic Advising Association (NACADA)
(Varney, 2012)—and predisposed by Earl (1988) and Glennen (1975) as deliberate, intensive
academic advising designed to increase the probability of student success, enhance student
motivation, strategies for expressing interest and involvement with students, educating students
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on all options, and approaching students before situations develop. Therefore, the academic
advisor is responsible for initiating contact with students and aggressively bringing support
services to them, rather than offering services passively and hoping that students take advantage
of them on their own.
Key Theories on College Student Retention
Many of the theories on integration are based on concepts rooted in psychological,
sociological, and economic theories. For instance, Tinto based his theory regarding dropout
behavior and social integration on two other theories of human behavior, as well as the economic
theory of cost-benefit analysis (Tinto & Cullen, 1973). The first was the 1908 Rites of Passage
theory developed by ethnographer Van Gennep (1960) regarding cultural rites of passage and
emphasized that one must give up their affiliations to their home life and family—disengaging
from the group they were formally associated with and assimilating into the dominant group—to
fully acculturate into the higher education environment (Tinto, 1975). Due to this focus, such
research models are also described as belonging to the assimilation/acculturation framework.
According to Hurtado (1997), assimilation/acculturation research has often focused on cultural
factors leading to academic failure instead of adaptations that lead to academic success, thereby
creating a need for new studies in retention research which would fill that void – this dissertation
seeks to add to filling such void.
Secondly, Tinto’s 1975 theoretical model on dropout tendency was based on Durkheim’s
(1897) sociological theory of suicide (originally published in French in 1897 and published in
English in 1951) and four specific types of suicide (departure). The suicide type which prompted
Tinto’s (1975) research was labeled by Durkheim (1897) as egotistical suicide—precipitated by
an individual’s inability to become integrated into the community membership—collective social
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system (Spady, 1971; Tinto & Cullen, 1973). Spady (1970) is credited as the first person to apply
Durkheim’s (1897) theory to college student dropout tendency (Tinto & Cullen, 1973). In the
higher education model, the social system would be defined as the college environment, with its
own values and social structures (Tinto & Cullen, 1973).
However, in the years following Tinto’s original 1975 study, although not denying its
usefulness for retention research overall, several criticisms have arisen. One such observation is
that it implies that all college students come from and move toward membership within the same
culture (the higher education environment) and that they must come to share the same cultural
and moral values, as well as conform to the norms of the dominant culture of the institution –
most commonly white upper-class and middle-class individuals (Attinasi, 1989; Tierney, 1992).
However, for many underrepresented students, entering college is not a smooth, linear rite of
passage. Instead, it is a separative course in their life – one in which they must leave one
community or culture and set of values and norms and enter another that is completely new
(Braxton et al., 1997).
Another related criticism stems from the change in the demographics of college students
to one that is more racially and ethnically diverse and incorporates a less traditional student
population. Specifically, most of the research that determined the widely acclaimed guiding
theories on college student transition, retention, involvement, and learning were based mainly on
studies of white, male, middle-class, residential student populations and occurred prior to the
time that minority students began a critical mass on college campuses (Tierney, 1992).
Therefore, questions remain about the ability of Tinto’s 1975 perspective to fully capture the
experiences of racial and ethnic minority students due to the lack of incorporation of a cultural
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perspective or to conceive of higher education institutions as multicultural entities that highlight
and celebrate student differences (Guiffrida, 2006; Kuh & Love, 2000).
Braxton et al. (2014) critiqued that the Tinto (1975) model is not well-suited for nontraditional students, commuters, and 2-year students. Subsequent research led to their
development of a separate theory for student persistence for that population of students, utilizing
factors such as high school achievement, sense of self-efficacy, level of empathy, need for
control, social involvement, parent education level, and motivation to graduate from college as
student entry characteristics, and the finding that social affiliation was not strongly correlated at
commuter schools and community colleges (Braxton et al., 2014). Instead, the above factors, in
addition to the fact that commuter and community college students often deal with external
forces (e.g., full-time work, family obligations) at higher rates, make it more difficult for them to
integrate as contributing members of their institutions, were highly significant.
For instance, research has also taken place that confirms the hypothesis that continued
forms of encouragement from family and friends from a student’s past community positively
impact students during college and are influential in retention outcomes. Such is done by
enhancing the students’ social and academic integration, negating discriminatory experiences,
and positively affecting their commitment to earning a college degree (Dulabaum, 2016).
Furthermore, Nicoletti (2019) noted that since Tinto’s 1975 model does not specify a fixed
period for a student’s dropout status to occur, the model is open to interpretation about when to
evaluate a student’s commitment to persist. It has been further emphasized that additional study
is required regarding Tinto’s premise of dropout being a consequence of a lack of commitment to
the institution due to a lack of social engagement via college communities, as many postsecondary schools worldwide do not include a culture of college communities playing a key role
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in a student’s academic pursuits (Nicoletti, 2019). Tinto has even critiqued himself (1982, 1997,
2000) by identifying the lack of inclusion in the college experiences of students of various races,
gender, and social status, as well as the focus on 4-year residential students as some of the
limitations of his 1975 model of student departure and his student integration research.
However, much of the work on retention and persistence over the past thirty years has
consisted of testing and/or revision of Tinto’s ideas (Metz, 2004). While acknowledging these
limitations, I based my study on the revised framework/models of Tinto’s Student Integration
Framework (1993) and Astin’s Theory of Student Involvement (1993; 1991; 1984; 1977) to
guide the study of retention and the effects of academic integration, inclusive of proactive
academic advising. The finalized conceptual model and variable choices were based on the
literature review and representation of an appropriate sample size for data analysis in relation to
African American students. In so doing, I hope to expand on the model and the current body of
knowledge regarding retention through the first year of college for African American student
retention through the first year at 4-year institutions.
Literature Review
This literature review is guided by the need to examine academic integration factors,
inclusive of proactive academic advising, to study whether a significant relationship exists for
African American college student retention through the first year. Previous research has
identified numerous factors that are positively and negatively related to college retention. Major
predictors include demographic characteristics, pre-college characteristics, proactive academic
advising, academic integration, college experience, and institutional characteristics.
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Demographic Characteristics
Gender. Previous research has been inconclusive on whether gender is a significant
predictor of undergraduate college student retention. One example is, according to Dickson
(2011) and Astin and Oseguera (2005), that women have a higher probability of retention than
men. However, per Aughinbaugh’s (2008) National Longitudinal Study of Youth (upon
controlling for all other factors) and Harrington and Fogg (2009), there was no statistically
significant relationship in this data sample between 1-year college retention and gender.
Therefore, additional research is necessary to determine if there is a statistically significant
relationship between retention and gender.
Yet, the findings of greater college persistence for female students are consistent among
African American students. According to Caperton (2010), African American females are
persisting and graduating from 4-year colleges and universities at a much higher rate than their
male peers. For instance, during the academic year 2015–16, across all racial/ethnic groups, the
highest percentage of associate and bachelor’s degrees were held by African American females
(67% and 64%, respectively; U.S. Department of Education, 2019).
Parental Income. Research demonstrates that there is a significant relationship between
college students’ parental income and retention. Implications were examined by GarcĆa and
Weiss (2017). Specifically, quantitative analyses were performed regarding retention over time
and its sensitivity to individual and family characteristics, as well as to educational experiences.
Findings revealed that the income bracket of parents is one of the most significant predictors—if
not the strongest predictor—of educational success, whether that success is measured by test
scores, high school graduation rates, or college attendance and completion rates (GarcĆa &
Weiss, 2017). Similarly, according to Chen (2012), as determined by multilevel event history
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analysis, when all other factors are controlled, low parental income (one of the three
socioeconomic status [S.E.S.] components of income, education, and occupation) is found to be a
significant risk factor for dropping out (and thus low persistence probability). For instance, the
odds of dropout for high-SES first-year students were 62% of that for low-SES students. Thus,
retention was negatively correlated to low parental income status (Chen, 2012). In addition,
social and emotional skills are key to academic learning and broader child development.
However, students from lower S.E.S. families often attend elementary and secondary schools
that fail to prepare them for post-secondary education (Chen et al., 2010; Jennings et al., 2015;
Rich & Jennings, 2015).
Parental Education. Being the first in the family to attend college—a first-generation
student—is another consistent factor in research found to be negatively associated with college
student retention and degree completion (Cataldi et al., 2018; Pascarella et al., 2004). According
to Cataldi (2018), overall, children of college-educated parents are significantly more likely to
pursue and complete an undergraduate degree than peers of college students whose parents were
without a college degree (Cataldi, 2018). Specifically, one-third of the first-generation students
in the study dropped out of college after three years, compared to 14% of their peers whose
parents had earned a degree. This was specifically noted as due to economic and social
constraints: first-generation college students were more likely to be of lower socioeconomic
status and thus less likely to have access to the necessary monetary resources to cover college
costs (Cataldi, 2018) or the social capital/relational networks of parents who had experienced the
college-going process. Redford and Hoyer (2017) also found that first-time entry first-generation
students overall were 19 percentage points less likely than continuing-generation students to
persist in college or to have obtained a college degree. In addition, according to 2013 OECD
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(Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development) statistics, on average, 20 to 34year-old students overall whose family members graduated college are nearly twice as likely to
be college educated.
The population of first-generation college students is also highly represented by students
from the most disadvantaged racial, income, and gender groups, for which the numbers decrease
even more (Choy, 2001). According to Richardson and Skinner (1992), attending college is
commonly seen by first-generation African Americans as a means of improving their
socioeconomic status for themselves and their family. In addition, using the Non-Cognitive
Questionnaire (NCQ) developed by Tracey and Sedlacek (1987) to explore psychosocial
variables influencing performance, Ting (1998) found realistic self-appraisal, acquired
knowledge in a field of study, and positive self-concept as significantly strong predictors of
academic performance for first-generation, African American students, thereby impacting
persistence. However, specific research on African American first-generation student
experiences is sparse. In addition, Longwell-Grice et al. (2016) also noted that advisors who
understand the challenges of first-generation students as they navigate their changing family
status could proactively guide such students toward the degrees they seek and further surmised
that administrators should provide programs and professional development opportunities to
advisors to assist them in addressing the complex issues that impact first-generation students.
Such is supported by prior research as well (Chen & Carroll, 2005; Ishitani, 2006).
College Entry Age. Age has also been found to be a significant predictor of college
student persistence. According to McFarland et al. (2019), students who were 19 years old or
younger when they began at 4-year institutions in the fall of 2017 had the highest persistence
(85%). Students who were 20 to 23 years old persisted at 53%, those who were 24 to 29 persisted
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at 48%, and students 30 years of age and older had the lowest persistence rate at 57%. Such
findings were replicated in the report, First-Year Persistence and Retention—2019 (Snapshot
Report No. 35; Rates, 2019): students who were 20 and under at college entry in Fall 2017
persisted at 80.1%; those greater than 20 and up to 24 years old had a persistence rate of 50.2%;
and students who were over age 24 at college entry had a persistence rate of 48.8%, a figure that
has remained essentially flat across the cohorts (National Student Clearinghouse Research
Center, 2020).
Pre-College Characteristics
High School Academic Preparation. Studies also support the concept that the strongest
predictor of college student success and retention is academic preparation, measured by high
school grade point average, ACT, and SAT scores (Adelman, 2006; McFarland et al., 2017).
Academic preparation research studies often focus on the average student, which does little to
extend our college readiness understanding for historically underrepresented racial minority
students (Strayhorn, 2014). One study that did adjust for race was provided by Adelman (1999),
and the findings determined that the rigor of a student’s high school curriculum was more
predictive of baccalaureate completion for Black and Hispanic students than for White students.
By correlating high school academic preparation with college readiness, researchers and
policymakers have developed numerous college readiness benchmarks. Such commonly focus on
a few main outcomes—whether students enroll in college-level coursework, first-year grades,
college degree completion, and college admissions criteria—and rarely account for students’
race/ethnicity or college choices in the determination of the definitions (Porter & Polikoff, 2011).
The most common are provided by the College Board (i.e., SAT) and American College Testing
(ACT) organizations. SAT benchmarks coincide with a 75% chance of a C or better in a first-
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semester, credit-bearing corresponding college course. For the ACT, benchmarks indicate a 50%
chance of obtaining a B or higher or an approximate 75% chance of obtaining a C or higher in
the corresponding credit-bearing college courses. Of SAT test takers who graduated high school
in 2019, about 20% of African American students met both SAT college readiness benchmarks,
as compared to all Asians (75%), Whites (57%), and those who self-identified as holding more
than one race ethnicity (51%); 53% of African American test takers did not meet any SAT
college readiness benchmark (Taylor et al., 2020). However, the College Board also
acknowledges the differential predictive validity of the SAT, which overpredicts the college
GPA of underrepresented minority students by as much as 0.32 standard deviations (Mattern et
al., 2008).
ACT results reveal that college readiness percentages continue to increase for Asian
American students—from 59% meeting three or more ACT benchmarks in 2015 to 62% in 2019
(ACT, 2019). However, readiness levels for all other racial/ethnic groups have decreased. For
instance, according to the Condition of College and Career Readiness (ACT, 2019), of all ACT
test takers in 2019, African American, Hispanic or Latino, American Indian or Alaska Native,
and Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander students were much less likely to meet ACT
college readiness benchmarks than Asians, Whites, or their peers of more than one race across all
subjects. More specifically, for African American students, less than 10% met the ACT college
readiness benchmark across all four subjects – English, math, reading, and science; the
percentage of students overall who met at least three of the four ACT College Readiness
Benchmarks for 2019 high school graduates was 37%. African American benchmark results per
subject area were 32% for English, 12% for math, 20% for reading, and 11% for science (ACT,
2019). Underserved student groups—identified by ACT as those who met all three criteria of
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being members of minority groups, from low-income families, and whose parents did not attend
college were also less likely to take rigorous coursework or courses for college credit while in
high school than White students. However, it was also reported that African American and
Hispanic or Latino students reported similar expectations of pursuing a bachelor’s degree as
White students (ACT, 2019).
According to Eberle-Sudre et al. (2015), higher education institutions that made strides in
increasing retention for all students, and specifically underrepresented students, created
partnerships with neighboring school districts to identify high-achieving, underrepresented
students as early as seventh grade and create connections with them. Likewise, secondary school
districts began to train teachers in preparing students for college-level work, and if students
remained in need of additional support to bring them up to college-level standards prior to the
semester of college entry, students were requested to take remedial classes the preceding
summer.
Academic Advising and Academic Integration
Academic Advising. According to a study by Eberle-Sudre et al. (2015), many higher
education institutions that improved graduation rates for all students made larger gains for
underrepresented students and significantly narrowed their persistence rate by having an
increased focus on retention and getting students to a degree sooner. Some schools were credited
with more proactive advising and degree-planning, creating communities for first-year students,
and using data to improve curricula. For instance, Longwell-Grice et al. (2016) also noted that
advisors who understand the challenges of first-generation students as they navigate their
changing family status can proactively guide such students toward the degrees they seek and
further surmised that administrators should provide programs and professional development
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opportunities to advisors to assist them in addressing the complex issues that impact firstgeneration students. Wolniak et al. (2016) further emphasized that cohesion between multiple
support services, such as first-year seminars, faculty-student interactions, academic and social
integration, on-campus residence, and learning communities, are imperative to supporting
retention and student success.
Academic Integration. Kuh et al. (2005) found that engagement in educationally
purposefully activities more than likely encourages retention and other student outcomes – an
assumption that also aligns with Astin’s (1984) Theory of Student Involvement. Kuh et al.
(2006) also asserted that the likelihood of student retention is greatest when students take the
opportunity to form study groups, utilize note-taking advice, and other academic skills and that
the probability of retention is increased by student involvement in intentional, positive, out-ofclass academic activities, such as tutoring and professorial office hours. Tinto (1975) determined
that when students form meaningful relationships with others connected to the institution—
academic and social integration—they are more likely to persist. Previous research (Spady, 1971;
Terenzini & Pascarella, 1978; Wolfe, 1993) further supported the view that student-faculty
interactions around intellectual or course-related matters correlated to academic components
(academic integration) are positively associated with first-year college persistence and Tinto’s
(1987) assertion that relationships with faculty and students’ positive academic and social
college experiences are important factors in the retention of many college students. More recent
research by Flynn (2014) and Hoops et al. (2015) supported the finding that measures of
academic integration include students’ level and frequency of contact with academic advisors
and faculty and are positively associated with persistence as well. Tinto (1975) also determined
that controlling for all other factors, increased social and academic integration contributes to
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greater graduation goal commitment and institutional commitment, and thus a lower probability
of dropping out. Commitment factors have also been shown to relate to African American
students as well. According to Littleton (2001), factors that impact the persistence of African
American students include their perception of faculty as caring and approachable—found to be
significantly related to their level of comfort at the institution and thereby increasing their sense
of belonging—as well as how they perceive the school and its reception of non-White students
(Littleton, 2001). When the university appears to support addressing the needs of minority
students, African American student trust is elevated, and they are more likely to persist
(Littleton, 2001).
Other College Experience Characteristics
College GPA. First-semester college GPA is a significant predictor
of retention (Stewart et al., 2015); such is also in accordance with prior research. For
instance, research by Kern et al. (1998) assessing the unique contributions of learning and study
strategies and students’ attitudes about college and linking them to college GPA and to
retention, found that only college GPA made a significant contribution to attrition and retention.
This suggests that learning and study strategies and students' college attitudes affect attrition
indirectly through college GPA It has also been found that students with a consistent GPA of C
or lower are less likely to persist in college when compared with students who maintain a GPA
above a C, especially in the first year of college. Specifically, students who maintain a college
GPA of C minus or lower are less likely to persist in college than their peers with higher GPAs;
as a student’s GPA declines, there is also a decreasing likelihood of the student persisting or
overall college completion (Therriault & Krivoshey, 2014; Titus, 2004). Adelman (1999, 2006)
also found that students who rank in the top 40% of GPAs are likely to complete a college
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degree. Of additional note was a finding that African American students who earned more than
four credits during summer terms showed a significant improvement in the likelihood of
completing a college degree (Adelman, 2006).
Major Field. Prior and ongoing research also supports academic majors as a significant
predictor of first-year undergraduate retention. For instance, Yorke (1999) found that one of the
primary causes of university withdrawal is student incompatibility with their major field of
study. Such results are not particular to the U.S. For instance, Lourens and Smit (2003)
completed a similar study, using logistic regression and classification tree analysis, with the goal
of predicting the probability for first-time entering students to register and pass all required firstyear courses at a prestigious higher learning institution in South Africa. Their results showed that
major field of study was one of the two most significant predictors of success and thus student
persistence.
Likewise, DesJardins et al.’s (2003) study of nearly 2500 individuals in a single
institution provided findings that academic discipline is a significant variable for inclusion in
models related to retention due to differences across major fields. For instance, health majors had
odds of departure that was nearly 57% of that of social science majors. Similarly, education
majors had odds of departure that was nearly 47% of the odds for social science majors; the odds
of dropping out for humanities majors were nearly 1.75 times higher than that of social science
majors. In addition, for those majoring in the humanities, the odds of departure were greatest
during their first year; for engineering and business majors, such odds were lowest during the
first year. In a similar manner, according to findings by the National Clearinghouse Research
Center (2020), the highest levels of persistence were found among the following five starting
majors for fall 2018 entering baccalaureate-degree seeking students: engineering (92.8%),
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biological and biomedical sciences (91.5%), liberal arts/humanities (89.7%), health (88.0%), and
business (86.7). Students who were Biology and Biomedical Science majors were more likely to
transfer to another institution by their second year compared to those who persisted more highly
(engineering students); however, students in health-related majors were the most likely to do so
(National Clearinghouse Research Center, 2020).
Similarly, according to St. John et al. (2004), African American students who were
business, health, and engineering/computer science majors were found to be more likely to
persist than African American students in other majors. One theory for this association was that
it reflects an alignment between a student’s goal of short-term economic returns and their desire
to obtain a college degree that directly applies and has a stronger short-term economic return (St.
John et al., 2004). It has also been noted that personal goals may be difficult to measure as a
persistence indicator, and student major (field of study, when declared) and how it is captured
requires further examination as a potential persistence indicator because evidence exists that a
student’s vision does not significantly impact the likelihood of their degree completion
(Adelman, 2006).
Institutional Characteristics
Institutional Control. Research on the relationship between retention and public/private
control has consistently found a higher retention rate for private colleges and universities than for
public institutions, even after controlling for other institutional characteristics (Astin et al., 2012;
Pike, 2013; Ryan, 2004). For instance, Pike and Graunke’s (2015) fixed-effect regression
model—in conjunction with longitudinal panel data to account for unobserved heterogeneity—
indicated a statistically significant relationship between retention and institutional/cohort
characteristics. In addition, according to Xu and Webber (2018), institutional control is critical to
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student persistence. Likewise, according to Nelson-Laird et al. (2007), previous research
supports the fact that the African American student experience differs depending on the type and
size of college that they attend.
Institutional Selectivity. Prior research also consistently supports the finding that
selectivity of admissions is positively related to retention, even after accounting for differences
in institutional control (Astin et al., 2012; Pike, 2013; Tinto, 1993). In addition, according to
Kim (2007), students at highly competitive universities had an approximate 10% higher
probability of degree completion than those from low selectivity institutions. Such was seen
regardless of controls for institutional and individual variables. Therefore, although selectivity is
usually considered to be a characteristic of an institution, it is most often based on the academic
qualifications of the entering students. Therefore, selectivity represents a bridge between
institutional and student characteristics.
Conceptual Model
As the focus of my study is determining the integration factors that are significantly
related to the retention of African American students, inclusive of proactive academic advising,
the study utilized the following conceptual model based on the review of the prior literature:
Figure 1
Conceptual Model
Proactive Academic Advising
& Academic Integration

Demographic
Characteristics

Other College Experience
Characteristics

Black American
College Student
Intention to
Persist through
Year One
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Institutional
Characteristics

Due to the restrictions of NSSE data being unable to measure parental income or provide
a definitive measure of college entry age, demographic characteristics were measured by gender
identity and parental education; academic advising and academic integration were measured by
students’ level of participation in academic support resources (i.e., tutoring, study groups, faculty
office hours) and the number of times student met with academic advisors; and other college
experience characteristics were measured in relation to the students’ major field and college
grades. Institutional characteristics were measured by institutional control and institutional
selectivity.
As college persistence rates remain consistently lower for African American students
than any other ethnic group, although research supports findings that academic advising and
other forms of academic integration programming may be more impactful for retention of
students from historically underrepresented groups, there is a gap in the literature regarding their
impact for 4-year African American students only and success factors for this population of
students. Also, existing academic advisement studies are primarily institutional with a small
sample size, as opposed to utilizing a national sample, and very few are focused on quantitative
data analysis. Therefore, my study was designed to assist in filling these gaps in the literature,
with the overarching goal of examining first-year retention for African American college
students at 4-year institutions by examining the effect of academic integration, inclusive of
proactive academic advising. In doing so, through the analysis of national data from the 2018
National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) and its 2018 Academic Advising Module, this
quantitative, binary logistic regression study produced impactful research on African American
college retention in 4-year institutions.
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Tinto’s Student Integration Framework (1993) and Astin’s Theory of Student
Involvement (1985) were used to guide my study, as I focused on the relationship of academic
integration, inclusive of proactive academic advising, for African American 4-year students in
relation to their intention to persist through the first year of higher education. The proposed
design is descriptive analysis and binary logistic regression, utilizing responses from Black
students who completed both the 2018 NSSE and the 2018 Academic Advising Module. Studentlevel persistence indicators, based on previous research and the conceptual model, are
demographic characteristics, pre-college characteristics, academic advising and academic
integration, other college characteristics, and institutional characteristics.
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH DESIGN
As an overview of this chapter, I begin with a restatement of the purpose of the study and
research question, followed by a description of the data source, research design, population and
sample, reliability and validity, statistical model, measures of variables in the model, descriptive
statistics across the data set, the procedure for data analysis, and the study’s limitations.
Purpose and Research Question
The purpose of my research is to determine how academic advising and academic
integration relate to first-year retention among African American students at four-year
institutions of higher education. My research question is as follows:
What academic advising and academic integration factors relate to first-year student intent
to return among African American four-year college students?
Data Source
The data source for this study was the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE)
2018 administration, as well as its 2018 Academic Advising Module, due to my emphasis on
academic advising. I originally proposed using the Beginning Postsecondary Students
Longitudinal Study (BPS)—a national representative sample of undergraduate and graduate
students produced by the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES)—due to its inclusion
of variables relating to retention for demographic, financial, institutional, and other college
experience factors. However, my rationale for using the NSSE instead was that it included richer
data on academic integration and academic advisement and a larger sample of African American
students.
The NSSE is a nationally representative sample of first year and senior students, collected
in one survey annually and used to collect information about the quality and characteristics of
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their higher education experience. Only first-year NSSE student response data was utilized in my
study, as my focus is first-year student persistence. Particular attention was paid to the question,
“Do you intend to return to this institution next year?,” which was added to the NSSE in 2018.
Institutions may also opt to append up to two additional, short sets of questions (Topical
Modules) to the NSSE core survey; nine sets of modules were available in 2018. The 2018 NSSE
Academic Advising Module is one of those topical modules. It examines students' experiences
with academic advising, including frequency of interaction with advisors and advising practices
that reflect NACADA core values. This Module also asked students to identify their primary
source of advice regarding their academic plans and complemented a question on the core survey
about the quality of students' interactions with academic advisors. As I requested data for
students who completed the NSSE core survey, as well as the Academic Advising Module, my
dataset included a 95% random sample of all eligible first-year respondents from U.S.
institutions who completed the NSSE Academic Advising Module in 2018. Thirty-two percent
(164) of the 2018 surveyed institutions chose it as an additional survey instrument.
The NSSE is also clear in its intent on measuring student engagement rather than student
background characteristics. However, information from respondents also included gender
identity and parental education, which I utilized as demographic characteristics. Student
engagement characteristics also included college GPA, institutional control, institutional
selectivity, major, collaborative learning, student-faculty interactions, and student perceptions of
the institution as a supportive environment (NSSE, 2018).
The NSSE instrument was developed by a design team from The Pew Institute and
Charitable Trusts in the late 1990s to measure the participation of college students in
educationally engaging practices (Kuh, 2009). According to Pascarella et al. (2010), NSSE’s
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rationale is that specific peer and faculty interactions and classroom activities are significantly
related to institutional effectiveness. The Indiana University Center for Postsecondary Research
(IUCPR) was chosen to administer the assessment tool in 1999 via two field tests in
collaboration with the National Center for Higher Education Management Systems (NCHEMS),
and the NSSE was first administered nationally in the year 2000. Pew financial support ended in
2002 as the NSSE project became self-sustaining through institutional participation fees (NSSE,
2019). Its purpose remains to measure engagement in effective educational practices and provide
high-quality, actionable data which can be used by higher education institutions to improve
student experiences (NSSE, 2018).
Data were requested via email provided by Indiana University’s Center for
Postsecondary Research (IUCPR). Therefore, NSSE data were used with permission from The
Indiana University Center for Postsecondary Research with initial data collection conducted by
NSSE for student responses to the instruments. All specific institutional and student-level
identifying information was removed by NSSE so that students and institutions could not be
identified. Although the data contained individual student responses to the survey, IUCPR also
did not share open-text responses to questions to avoid the risk of identifying students or
institutions. Since completing the NSSE survey is voluntary, the data collected and reported are
not conditions for federal funding. Participants were also notified that refusing to participate or
choosing to discontinue participation in the NSSE would involve no loss of benefits or penalty
to them (NSSE, 2018).
In requesting this data, I completed a “Data Sharing Agreement” in June 2021 for a fee to
obtain access to a single copy of the NSSE 2018 dataset for non-commercial use. The dataset
was encrypted and excludes the Unit Code identifier, any unique school or student identifiers,
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and any other variables that NSSE chooses to exclude at their discretion. No identifying data on
subjects were recorded, so the data cannot be linked to any individual. All student records are
confidential. Signatures from various administrators accepting the terms of the agreement at my
university were obtained, including a representative from the University Assessment Office and
faculty members in the Department of Education Leadership, Management, and Policy who
serve on the dissertation committee. As my study was deemed by the Institutional Review Board
as “Not Human Subject Research,” IRB approval was unnecessary. The Indianapolis University
Data Sharing Agreement is attached as Appendix A.
Population and Sample
The NSSE options for gathering data were two-fold: a random sample of an equal
number of first year and senior students (with sample sizes based on total undergraduate
enrollment) or email recruitment via a census of all first year and senior students, with an initial
survey invitation and up to four reminders. For the 2018 survey year, all the institutions opted for
email sample recruitment instead of regular mail, with a maximum of three mailings and a
maximum of two reminders by email.
NSSE collects information from first year and senior-level students across four-year
institutions in the United States and Canada annually; this study focuses on data from first-year
students at 4-year institutions only. Approximately 1.2 million first year and senior students were
invited by the Center for Postsecondary Research at Indiana University to participate in the 2018
National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) from 511 institutions (489 in the U.S.; 16 in
Canada and 6 in other countries), reflecting a diversity of bachelor’s degree-granting colleges
and universities with respect to institution type, public or private control, size, region, and locale.
The final data collection was from 491 institutions (476 in the U.S. and 15 in Canada); due to

33

nonstandard details of their participation, 20 institutions were not represented. Nonstandard
status includes failed administration due to very low response rates or counts, first-year year or
senior year school only, having failed NSSE self-reported class/sex to institution-reported
information, or some other population file issue (NSSE, 2018). I was notified by NSSE that my
data file did not contain any schools that had such issues.
The number of respondents to the survey was 289,867; less than half (46%) were firstyear students, and 54% were seniors (NSSE, 2018); the U.S. respondents totaled 275,219 from
476 institutions. 10% of U.S. respondents (12% of the U.S. Bachelor’s degree-granting
population) identified their race/ethnicity as African American/Black; the NSSE sampling frame
consisted of first year and senior undergraduates, with data provided by participating institutions
(NSSE, 2018). The sample for my study focused on African American first-year student
respondents that participated in both the 2018 NSSE and the 2018 Academic Advising Module;
32% (164) of the institutions did so.
African American status was determined by the students’ self-identified race/ethnicity.
Of the total number of African American students who responded to the question related to
intent to return (9,187), 2,758 completed the Academic Advising Module. However, after
cleaning the data using listwise deletion to exclude records from analysis if a single value was
missing, 474 records were excluded, yielding the final sample size of 2,104 African American 4year college students. Of that number, 1,632 students self-identified as having a Black racial
identity only, and 472 students included another racial/ethnic identity as well. Thus, the total
number of 2,104 students captures all students who self-identify as Black, regardless of one or
more racial self-identities. The sample of 2,104 Black 4-year college students also represents
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9.7% of the individuals in the original dataset, which is consistent with the 9.6% of the college
student population nationwide who self-identify as Black or African American (Hanson, 2021).
As for institutional response rates, the 2018 average for U.S. schools was 30%, with the
highest being 88%; approximately three out of five achieved a response rate of 25% or higher.
Smaller institutions and those offering incentives exhibited higher average response rates (NSSE,
2018). For the recruitment of students, it was also optional for each institution to use its student
portal or learning management system. In the 2018 survey, 91 U.S. institutions chose to do so,
yielding an average share of 24% of respondents accessing the survey in this manner (NSSE,
2018).
Reliability and Validity
NSSE is extensively assessed continuously to ensure validity and reliability (NSSE,
2020). The NSSE Psychometric Portfolio describes evidence of data quality based on survey
content, response process, internal structure, relations to other variables, and consequential
validity evidence for validating the use of NSSE survey measures (NSSE, 2019). Evidence
regarding survey content evaluates whether the items of a survey accurately represent the
constructs (descriptors of a concept or characteristic of importance) as understood by prior
research, theory, and literature review.
Academic Integration Indicators
Since 2013, NSSE has grouped items into the following ten Engagement Indicators
(E.I.s), organized under four broad themes as follows (NSSE, 2018):
1. Academic Challenge Theme
i. Higher-Order Learning (H.O.)
ii. Reflective & Integrative Learning (R.I.)
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iii. Learning Strategies (L.S.)
iv. Quantitative Reasoning (Q.R.)
2. Learning with Peers Theme
v. Collaborative Learning (CL)
vi. Discussions with Diverse Others (D.D.)
3. Experiences with Faculty Theme
vii. Student-Faculty Interaction (S.F.)
viii. Effective Teaching Practices (E.T.)
4. Campus Environment Theme
ix. Quality of Interactions (Q.I.)
x.

Supportive Environment (S.E.)

I used themes 2, 3, and 4: Learning with Peers (Collaborative Learning); Experiences with
Faculty (Student-Faculty Interaction); and Campus Environment (Quality of Interactions – as it
relates to the academic advisor only – and Supportive Environment). Each E.I. was created with
a combination of theory and empirical analysis. According to NSSE (2018), rigorous testing,
including two years of pilot testing and analysis, student focus groups and cognitive interviews,
as well as numerous statistical procedures (factor analysis, principal components analysis,
reliability analysis, generalizability theory, and item response theory) were used as well.
Construct validity was confirmed by factor analysis and found to have strong validity evidence;
reliability was confirmed by Cronbach’s alpha, which for first-year students was .83 for
Collaborative Learning, .82 for Student-Faculty Interaction, and .86 for Quality of Interactions
(NSSE, 2018). I also used the engagement indicator Supportive Environment (S.E.) as a control
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variable due to its nature as an institutional measure; its Cronbach alpha for first-year students
was .88 (NSSE, 2018).
Demographic Indicators
Fifteen additional NSSE items address demographic characteristics such as age, gender,
and parents’ educational attainment level. Minimum sample sizes for various sizes of institutions
are also established by NSSE to ensure the stability of its results, and survey items are examined
for consistency between administration years for reliability. Likewise, NSSE scores
demonstrated stability over time, and the instrument has been found to consistently measure the
same constructs, regardless of population, time, or geographic location (NSSE 2018).
Statistical Model
The logistic regression research model was utilized. According to Sperandei (2014),
logistic regression is a statistical model used to estimate (guess) the probability of an event
occurring, where either the event happens (coded as 1) or the event does not happen (coded as 0).
Logistic regression uses the logistic function to find a model that fits within the data points; the
function produces an S-shaped curve to model the data, restricted between 0 and 1. Such shows
the probability of y being 1 for a given x value and uses the concept of odds ratios to calculate
the probability, specifically defined as the ratio of the odds of an event happening to its not
happening (Sperandei, 2014).
Variables for the Model
The specific model is based on the four categories of student-level persistence indicators
depicted in the conceptual model (Figure 1) and specified by Tables 1–4.

37

Dependent Variable
Intent to Persist. My dependent variable was intended to persist, as NSSE data do not
include actual first-year persistence rates but intent to return instead. Such could be thought of as
problematic since persistence is not the directly measured outcome, and intentions may change
over time or abruptly. However, NSSE completed a study in 2018 measuring the relationship
between students’ intention to return and their actual spring-to-fall 2018 persistence – using
persistence data from the NSSE spring 2018 housing study of over 17,000 students from 75
institutions. Findings showed that 95% of students who indicated intending to return did so; 62%
of those who indicated a spring 2018 intention not to return had left their institutions by the fall
2018 semester (NSSE, 2019). Therefore, such findings, as well as prior research (Cabrera, Nora,
& Castaneda, 1993; Hausmann, Schofield, & Woods, 2007; Hausmann, Ye, Schofield, &
Woods, 2009, Johnson, 2010; Tovar, 2015), lend support to the usage of the NSSE intention to
return question as an acceptable outcome variable proxy for persistence. See Table 1 for further
definition of the intent to persist variable.
Table 1
Dependent Variable for the Model
Variable

Definition

Intent to Persist

This dichotomous variable is measured in the National Survey of Student Engagement by the
student’s response to the question, “Do you intend to return to this institution next year?”

This variable will be recoded to “intend to persist?” An answer of “yes” will be coded as
“1”; an answer of “no” or “not sure” will be coded as “0.”
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Sample Selection Variable
Racial/ethnic groupings for NSSE 2018 were based on student self-identification into the
following six racial/ethnic groups: American Indian or Alaska Native, Asian, Black or African
American, Hispanic or Latino, Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander, and White (reference
group). Students also had the option to select all races that they identify, to choose “Other,” or to
choose “I prefer not to answer.” As this study focused on African American first-year student
respondents, an answer of “Black or African American” was coded as “1”; other racial/ethnic
options or “I prefer not to answer” was coded as “0”, as identified in Table 2.
Table 2
Sample Selection Variable
Variable

Definition

Racial/Ethnic

This categorical variable is measured in the National Survey of Student Engagement by

Identity

the student’s response to the question, “What is your racial or ethnic identification?” and
divided racial identification by students into six ethnic groups (American Indian or
Alaska Native, Asian, Black or African American, Hispanic or Latino, Native Hawaiian
or Other Pacific Islander, and White (reference group). Students also had the option to
select all races that they identify with, to choose “Other,” or to choose “I prefer not to
answer.” As this study focuses on African American first-year student respondents, an
answer of “Black or African American” was coded as “1”; other racial/ethnic options or
“I prefer not to answer” was coded as “0.”

Descriptive Statistics
The sample of 2,104 Black 4-year college students represents 9.7% of the individuals in
the original dataset, which is consistent with the 9.6% of the college student population
nationwide who self-identify as Black or African American (Hanson, 2021).
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Intent to Return
Of the 2,104 student respondents, 83.22% reported expecting to return (dependent
variable intent to persist) the following semester; less than 17% indicated not expecting to
return.
Independent Variables
The independent variables in this study are from the 2018 NSSE Academic Advising
Module as well as Engagement Indicators from the 2018 NSSE core survey and are reflected in
Table 3.
Table 3
Independent Variables for the Model
Academic Advising
The 2018 NSSE Academic Advising Module was utilized to provide information on four questions
as indicators of students’ academic advising experiences:
1.

During the current school year, about how many times have you and an academic advisor
discussed your academic interests, course selections, or academic performance? (Originally
coded as 0 = 0, 1 = 1, 2 = 2, 3 = 3, 4 = 4, 5 = 5, 6 = 6 or more times; dummy coded as “Did not
meet with an academic advisor” = 0 and 1 = “Met with an academic advisor”)

2.

During the current school year, to what extent have your academic advisors done the following?
a.

been available when needed;

b.

listened closely to your concerns and questions;

c.

informed you of important deadlines;

d.

helped you understand academic rules and policies;

e.

informed you of academic support options (tutoring, study groups, help with writing, etc.);

f.

provided useful information about courses;

g.

helped you when you had academic difficulties;
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h.

helped you get information on special opportunities (study abroad, internship, research
projects, etc.); and

i.

discussed your career interests and post-graduation plans.

Scored using a graded response model as a composite measure of advising experiences with the
response options combined and treated as one continuous variable, based on a summary of the nine
responses, which were averaged for each student across the nine categories, with “very much” = 4,
“quite a bit” = 3, “some” = 2 and “very little” = 1, then standardized with a mean of zero and a
standard deviation of one.
3. During the current school year, how often have your academic advisors reached out to you about
your academic progress or performance? (Dummy coded to 0 = “No” = “Did not reach out to
students” and 1 = Yes = “Reached out to students”)
4. During the current school year, which of the following has been your primary source of
advice regarding your academic plans? (Select one.) Responses chosen as either “Academic
advisor(s) assigned to you” or “Academic advisor(s) available to any student” were dummy coded
to 1 = “Yes, academic adviser.” All other chosen responses were dummy coded as 0 = “No, not
from an academic adviser.”
Student-faculty interaction
Questions in this ordinal scale measure students’ answers to the question, “During the current
school year, about how often have you done the following?” The responses included:
a.

“Talked about career plans with a faculty member,”

b.

“Worked with a faculty member on activities other than coursework (committees, student
groups, etc.),

c.

“Discussed course topics, ideas, or concepts with a faculty member outside of class,” and

d.

“Discussed your academic performance with a faculty member.”

Topics were measured on the NSSE on a four-point Likert scale from 1 = “never” to 4 = “very
often” and dummy coded to “Yes” = 1, “No” = 0
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Quality of Interactions
This variable on the NSSE measured responses from students to the statement, “Indicate the quality
of your interactions with the following people at your institution:
o

“Academic advisors” is the option I choose to analyze

The eight-point ordinal Likert scale ranged from 1, which indicated “Poor,” to 7, which indicated
“Excellent,” and 9, indicating “Not Applicable” (coded as missing).
This variable was recoded to low quality = scores of 1-3 = “Poor” (reference group); 4 = “Good
quality”; and “Excellent quality” = 5–7.
Collaborative Learning (Academic Integration)
This ordinal variable on the NSSE measured responses from students to the question, “During the
current school year, about how often have you done the following? The three responses are:
o

“Asked another student to help you understand course material;”

o

“Explained course material to one or more students;”

o

“Worked with other students on course projects or assignments.”

Each was measured on the NSSE on a four-point Likert scale of 1 = “never,” 2 = “sometimes,” 3 =
“often,” and to 4 = “very often.” The recoded values were then dummy coded (“Yes” = 1 or “No” =
0)

Academic Advising
Due to the focus of my study on academic advising, the NSSE 2018 Academic Advising
Module was used—one of several short sets of topical module questions on designated topics
that institutions can choose to append to the core survey. Specifically, the 2018 NSSE Academic
Module examines students’ experiences with academic advising, including the frequency of
interaction with advisors and advising practices that reflect NACADA core values. The 2018
instrument also asked students to identify their primary source of advice regarding their
academic plans and complemented a question on the core survey about the quality of students’
interactions with their academic advisors. Each of the following four questions from the 2018
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NSSE Academic Advising Module was used as an indicator of students’ academic advising
experiences:
1. During the current school year, about how many times have you and an academic
advisor discussed your academic interests, course selections, or academic
performance?
2. During the current school year, to what extent have your academic advisors done the
following?
a. Academic advisor was available when needed;
b. Academic advisor listened closely to your concerns and questions;
c. Academic advisor informed student of important deadlines;
d. Academic advisor helped student understand academic rules and policies;
e. Academic advisor informed of academic support options (tutoring, study groups,
help with writing, etc.);
f. Academic advisor provided useful information about courses;
g. Academic advisor helped student when they had academic difficulties;
h. Academic advisor helped student obtain get information on special opportunities
(study abroad, internship, research projects, etc.);
i. Academic advisor discussed students’ career interests and post-graduation plans.
3. During the current school year, how often have your academic advisors reached out to
you about your academic progress or performance?
4. During the current school year, which of the following has been your primary source
of advice regarding your academic plans?
a. Academic advisor(s) assigned to you
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b. Academic advisor(s) available to any student
c. Faculty or staff not formally assigned as an advisor
d. Online advising system (degree progress report, etc.)
e. Website, catalog, or other published sources
f. Friends or other students
g. Family members
h. Other, please specify: ____________________________
i. I did not seek academic advice this year

Descriptive statistics for each are reflected in Table 4.
Table 4
Descriptive Statistics for Academic Advising Experiences
Variables

Percentage Standard
Deviation

Academic Advising Experiences
Interactions with Advisor
Met with Academic Advisor

96.10

.19

Did Not Meet with Academic Advisor

3.90

.19

Academic advisors reached out to student about their

78.47

.41

21.53

.41

academic progress or performance
Academic advisors did not reach out to student about their
academic progress or performance
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Academic advisor was primary source of advice regarding

55.75

.50

Academic advisor was not primary source of advice regarding 42.11

.49

academic plans

academic plans
Did not seek academic advice

2.14

.15

Characteristics of optimal academic advising
•

Academic advisor was available when needed

92.82

.26

•

Academic advisor listened closely to students’

93.63

.24

89.50

.31

90.97

.29

90.02

.30

Academic advisor provided useful information about 92.40

.27

concerns and questions;
•

Academic advisor informed students of important
deadlines

•

Academic advisor helped students understand
academic rules and policies

•

Academic Advisor informed students of academic
support options (tutoring, study groups, help with
writing, etc.)

•

courses
•

Academic advisors helped students when they had
academic difficulties
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87.26

.33

•

Academic advisor helped students get information on 81.18

.39

special opportunities (study abroad, internship,
research projects, etc.)
•

Academic advisor discussed students’ career interests 82.70

.38

and post-graduation plans

Due to the nine response items for question two, the four questions yielded an original
total of 12 academic advising variables. After dummy coding and completion of a correlation
matrix for the 12 variables, academic advising module questions one, three, and four were not
found to be highly correlated, yet the nine items of question two, showed correlation coefficients
with a magnitude greater than 0.5 but less than 0.70, thus indicating a moderate degree of
correlation. Therefore, it was decided that the nine items of question two - reflected in Table 4 as
characteristics of optimal academic advising - would be used as a composite, graded response
item score, as it represented a composite measure of advising encounters gauging more
qualitative components of the advising experience.
Usage of the graded response model—a type of item-response theory for ordinal
variables to account for missing and non-applicable data and to weight the scale’s items
differently—was chosen, consistent with prior studies using NSSE academic module data under
similar circumstances (Kim & Sax, 2014; Mu & Fosnacht, 2019; Sharkness & DeAngelo, 2011).
Such was also chosen, although an ordinal measurement scale was originally used (“very much,”
“quite a bit,” “some,” “very little,” and “not applicable”) due to the “not applicable” response
option. Therefore, the frequency of each chosen response option, ranging from those who chose
1 (“very little”) as their answer for each question to those who chose 4 (“very much”) to each
question, was computed. Then, the response options were combined and treated as one
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continuous variable based on a summary of the nine responses. These responses were then
averaged for each student across the nine categories, with “very much” = 4, “quite a bit” = 3,
“some” = 2, and “very little” = 1. Continuous variables can be standardized, so this variable was
standardized with a mean of zero and a standard deviation of one, creating a standardized score
for characteristics of optimal academic advising.
As for the remaining academic advising module questions that were not correlated, in
response to the first question, “During the current school year, about how many times have you
and an academic advisor discussed your academic interests, course selections, or academic
performance?,” the six possible NSSE responses were 0, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, and 6 or more. Each was
then dummy coded to “Did not meet with an academic advisor” = 0; “Met with an academic
advisor” = 1.
The third question, “During the current school year, how often have your academic
advisors reached out to you about your academic progress or performance?” provided response
options of “very often,” “often,” “sometimes,” and “never.” Each option was dummy coded to 0
= “No, never reached out” and 1 = “Yes, reached out.”
For the fourth question, “During the current school year, which of the following has been
your primary source of advice regarding your academic plans? (Select one.),” responses chosen
as either “Academic advisor(s) assigned to you” or “Academic advisor(s) available to any
student” were dummy coded to 1 = “Yes, academic adviser” and all other chosen responses were
dummy coded as 0 = “No, not from an academic adviser.”
Descriptive Statistics for Academic Advising Module Variables
As depicted in Table 4, in response to the NSSE question, “During the current school
year, about how many times have you and an academic advisor discussed your academic
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interests, course selections, or academic performance?” 96.10% (SD = .19) of Black students
reported meeting with an academic advisor, and 3.90% reported never meeting with an academic
advisor. Likewise, 55.75% reported that their primary source of advice regarding academic plans
during the current school year was the academic advisor (SD = .50); 2.14% (SD = .15) of
students reported not seeking any form of academic advisement. Similarly, 78.47% (SD = .41)
reported academic advisors reaching out to students regarding their academic progress or
performance.
In addition, as depicted in Table 5, the mean of the graded response score for
characteristics of optimal academic advising was rated by students who self-identified as Black
as 27.11 (SD = 7.81), meaning the average response across each of the nine variables was 3.01;
such was highest of all students who self-identified as any other race. An independent t-test was
conducted to explore the differences between the academic advising experience of Black
students and students who did not self-identify as Black and to determine if any difference was
statistically significant. An alpha score of 0.05 was utilized (p < .05); descriptive statistics are
represented in Table 5. All the numbers were normally distributed, variances were homogeneous,
and the t-test (Table 6) showed a statistically significant difference between the academic
advising experiences of students who self-identify as Black and students who do not (t = -9.06;
df = 21,619; p < .05). A medium effect size was noted (d = 0.21).
Descriptive Statistics for Independent Variables
The NSSE core survey academic engagement indicators pertinent to my study as
independent variables are Quality of Interactions—as it relates to the academic advisor only;
Student-Faculty Interaction—as a function of student advisement from faculty advisers; and
Collaborative Learning—a measurement of student academic engagement. Table 7 summarizes
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the descriptive statistics across the dataset for the pertinent NSSE 2018 Engagement Indicators
used as independent variables for my study.
Table 5
Academic Advising Graded Response Score Measuring Characteristics of Optimal Advising for
by Race
Race
Mean
Standard Deviation
Black (n = 2,104)

27.11

7.81

Native Hawaiian or other

26.34

7.62

26.18

7.77

White (n = 14,491)

25.42

7.81

American Indian or Alaska

25.10

8.27

Asian (n = 2,278)

25.15

7.53

Other races (n = 403)

24.61

8.01

Prefer not to answer (n = 365) 24.08

8.58

Pacific Islander (n = 219)
Hispanic or Latino (n =
3,549)

Native (n = 365)
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Table 6
Two-sample t-Test for Academic Advising Graded Response Score Measuring Characteristics of
Optimal Advising for Black Students (n = 2,104) with Equal Variances
Group
Mean Standard Standard tdf
Significance
Error

Deviation value

Not Black (n = 19,517)

25.49 .06

7.80

Black (n = 2,104)

27.11 .17

7.81

.05

7.81

Combined (N = 21,621)
diff

-9.06

21,619

***

-.1.62 .18

Significance: *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
Perceived Quality of Interactions with Academic Advisor
A 7-point scale ranging from Poor to Excellent was originally used to score Quality of
Interactions with an Advisor. Such was then recoded as Poor = Yes = 1, or “Not” = 0 (reference
value), Good = “Yes” = 1, or “Not” = 0, and “Excellent” = “Yes” = 1, or “Not” = 0. Descriptive
statistics showed that 51.7% of Black students responded as having an excellent quality of
interactions with an academic advisor.
Student-Faculty Interactions and Student/Peer Cooperative Learning
Both were originally scored across a Likert Scale of 1 = “Never,” 2 = “Sometimes,” 3 =
“Often,” 4 = “Very Often.” Each was then recoded, composite variables were created by
averaging the groups of variables for review of the mean and standard deviation, then dummy
coding was created for each indicating “Yes” = 1 and “No” = 0 = “Never.” The composite score
was highest for collaborative learning (M = 2.74; SD = .70), meaning the average response
provided by Black students across each of the collaborative learning variables was 2.74. The
average response for the student-faculty interaction variables was 2.31 (M = 2.31; SD = .77).
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Table 7
Descriptive Statistics: Means and Standard Deviations of Independent Variables (Academic
Engagement Indicators)
Independent Variables
Percentage

Standard

Quality of Interactions with Advisor
Deviation
Excellent

51.71

.50

Good

34.79

.48

Poor

13.50

.34
Standard

Student-Faculty Interactions

Percentage
Deviation

Talked about career plans with a faculty member
96.06

.19

than coursework committees, student groups, etc.) 60.93

.49

Worked with a faculty member on activities other

Discussed course topics, ideas, or concepts with a
faculty member outside of class

73.62

.44

faculty member

85.60

.35

Student-Faculty Interaction Experiences

Mean

(composite score)

2.31

Discussed your academic performance with a

.77
Standard

Collaborative Learning with Peers

Percentage
Deviation

51

Asked another student to help you understand
course material

93.16

.25

96.48

.18

assignments

94.58

.23

Collaborative Learning Experiences (composite

Mean

score)

2.74

Explained course material to one or more students

Worked with other students on course projects or

.70

Control Variables
In accordance with the literature review, a variety of control variables were measured in
three categories of student and institutional characteristics previously found to be correlated with
student outcomes. They are as follows: demographic characteristics of gender and parental
education; college experience characteristics of major fields and grades; and institutional
characteristics of institutional control, Carnegie Categories (BASIC 2015), selectivity, enrollment
size, and the NSSE engagement indicator supportive environment, due to it being an institutional
measure.
Demographic Characteristics. Gender identity (1 = “female;” 0 = “male”) and parental
education, recoded to indicate whether the student was a first-generation student, based on the
definition from the U.S. Department of Education as “having parents with a bachelor’s degree or
higher” = 1 and “having parents without a bachelor’s degree” = 0.
Other College Characteristics. Major field and college grades. Student college major
fields were coded as a set of dummy variables and used to compare STEM (“Yes” = 1) and nonSTEM majors (“No” = 0), in accordance with literature review findings. Such was performed in
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accordance with prior research conducted by John et al. (2004), whereby a design set of selected
major fields were used to address the more basic question about the role of major choice on
persistence. College grades were also reviewed in the model by GPA as high (A- or above), midlevel (B- to B+), and low (C+ or lower; reference group).
Institutional Characteristics. Institutional control (private versus public), institutional
selectivity, Basic 2015 Carnegie Classification, institutional size, and supportive environment,
due to its nature as an institutional measure. Institutional selectivity was coded by NSSE into the
following six categories: “Noncompetitive” = 1; “Less competitive” = 2, “Competitive &
Competitive Plus” = 3; “Very Competitive & Very Competitive Plus” = 4; “Highly Competitive
& Highly Competitive Plus” = 5; and “Most Competitive” = 6. Based on the literature review
(Kim, 2007) that students at highly competitive universities had a higher probability of degree
completion than those who were not, such was then coded into dummy variables of highly
selective (those originally coded as 5 or 6), moderately competitive (those originally coded as 3
or 4), and least competitive—the reference group (those originally coded as 1 or 2), using “Yes”
= 1 and “No” = 0 for each.
Accordingly, Carnegie Classification ratings were aggregated by NSSE into eight
categories: Baccalaureate (Arts & Sciences; Baccalaureate–Diverse Fields-Non-Arts &
Sciences), Master’s degree (larger, medium, and smaller programs), and doctorate-granting
institutions (highest, higher, and moderate research activity). Therefore, categories were dummy
coded to doctoral-granting or not, master’s degree-granting or not, and baccalaureate level or not
(reference group); “Yes” = 1, “No” = 0.
Likewise, institutional size was characterized by NSSE via five categories: “Very Small”
(Less than 1,000) = 1; “Small” (1,000–2,500); “Medium” (2,501 – 4,999); “Large” (5,000–
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9,999); and “Very Large” (10,000 or greater) and dummy coded for this study to “Small” (2,500
or less) (reference group), “Mid-sized” (2501–4999), and “Large” (5000 or more); “Yes” = 1,
“No” = 0. An additional NSSE Engagement Indicator— “Supportive Environment”—was also
examined as a control variable due to its nature as an institutional measure. Accordingly, in
response to the question, “How much does your institution emphasize the following?,” I
analyzed answers to the following four response options:
•

Providing support to help students succeed academically

•

Using learning support services (tutoring services, writing center, etc.)

•

Helping you manage your non-academic responsibilities (work, family, etc.)

•

Providing support for students’ overall well-being (recreation, health care, counseling,
etc.)

Responses were originally measured on a 4-point Likert Scale of 1 = “very little;” 2 = “some;” 3
= “quite a bit;” and 4 = “very much.” Consequently, the variables were recoded, a supportive
environment composite variable was created by averaging the groups of variables for review of
the mean and standard deviation, then the variables were dummy coded to signify “Yes” = 1 and
“No” = 0. See Table 8 for additional information on the control variables used in this study.
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Table 8
Control Variables
Demographic Characteristics
Gender Identity
•

This categorical variable on the NSSE measured gender identification by
the institution as either female (reference group) or male in response to
the question, “What is your gender identity?” The following codes were
used: “Man” = 1; “Woman” = 2; “Other gender identity” = 3; “Prefer
not to say” = 4. This variable was recoded as “male” = 0; “female” = 1.
“Other gender identity” and “Prefer not to say” were coded as
“missing.”

Parental Education
•

This variable on the NSSE measured responses from students to the
question, “What is the highest level of education completed by either of
your parents (or those who raised you)?” The original scale was a sevenpoint response ranging from 1 = “did not finish high school” to 7 =
“doctoral or professional degree.” This variable was recoded to indicate
whether the student was considered a first-generation student. Based on
the definition from the U.S. Department of Education, students were
recoded as having “parents with a bachelor’s degree or higher” = 1 and
“parents without a bachelor’s degree” = 0.

Other College Experience Characteristics
Major Field
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This dichotomous NSSE variable was measured by responses from students to the
three-part question, “How many majors do you plan to complete? (Do not count
minors . . . Response options: 1 = “One;” 2 = “More than one”). [If answered
“One”] Please enter your major or expected major: [Text box]; and [If answered
“More than one”] Please enter up to two majors or expected majors (do not enter
minors): [Text box]. Responses were then recoded to dummy variables 1 = “yes”
and 0 = “No” to compare the following majors (consistent with the literature
review):
•

STEM

•

Non-STEM

Grades
This ordinal variable on the NSSE measured responses from students to the
question, “What have most of your grades been up to now at this institution?” The
scale ranged from 1 = “C- or lower” to 8 = “A.” This variable was recoded into three
groups:
•

1 = “Low = C+ or lower” (reference group)

•

2 = “mid = B- to B+”

•

3 = high = “A- or above”

Institutional Characteristics
Institutional Control (“private” = 1; “not private” = 0 = “public”)
Institutional Selectivity
•

Barron’s

selectivity

index;

plus

designations

are

collapsed:

“Noncompetitive” = 1; “Less competitive” = 2, “Competitive &
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Competitive Plus” = 3; “Very Competitive & Very Competitive Plus” = 4;
“Highly Competitive & Highly Competitive Plus” = 5; and “Most
Competitive” = 6); coded to dummy variable “highly selective” (those
originally coded as 5 or 6), “moderately competitive” (those originally
coded as 3 or 4), and least competitive—the reference group (those
originally coded as 1 or 2), using “Yes” = 1 and “No” = 0 for each.
Basic 2015 Carnegie Classification ratings (aggregated)
•

Doctorate-granting institutions (“highest” = 1, “higher” = 2, and
“moderate” = 3 research activity); Master's degree (“larger” = 4,
“medium” = 5, and “smaller programs” = 6); “Baccalaureate Arts &
Sciences” = 7; and “Baccalaureate—Diverse Fields-Non-Arts &
Sciences” = 8). These were dummy coded to doctoral, master's, and
baccalaureate (reference group); “yes” = 1, “no” = 0

Institutional Size:
•

“Very Small (Less than 1,000)” = 1

•

“Small (1,000–2,500)” = 2

•

“Medium (2,500–4,999)” = 3

•

“Large (5,000-9,999)” = 4

•

“Very Larger (10,000 or greater)” = 5

Recoded to:
•

1= “small= 2,500 or less” (reference group)

•

2 = “mid= 2,501–4,999”

•

3 = “large = 5,000 or more”

57

Supportive Environment
This NSSE variable was measured by responses to the question, “How much
does your institution emphasize the following?” Based on the literature review
regarding African American students, the responses chosen for analysis in this
study were:
•

Providing support to help students succeed academically

•

Using learning support services (tutoring services, writing center, etc.)

•

Providing support for your overall well-being (recreation, health care,
counseling, etc.)

•

Helping you manage your non-academic responsibilities (work, family,
etc.).

Responses were measured on a 4-point Likert Scale of 1 = “very little;” 2 = “some;”
3 = “quite a bit;” and 4 = “very much.” The recoded variables were dummy coded to
“Yes” = 1 and “No” = 0.

Descriptive Statistics for the Control Variables
Gender and Parental Education. Females were the most represented in the dataset at
69.01%, with males at 30.99%. The degree status of the students’ parents was more highly
represented by those who did not hold a bachelor’s degree (54.75%) than those who did or who
held a higher degree (45.25%).
Grades and Major Field. In response to the question, “What have most of your grades
been up to now at this institution?,” most students reported grades in the B+ to B- range
(50.38%; SD = .50), followed by A to A- at 32.51% (SD = .47). The lowest grade range was
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reported by 17.11% of the students at C+ or lower (SD = .38). As for majors, STEM majors were
represented at 42.59% (SD = .43) and non-STEM majors were represented at 57.41% (SD = .57).
Institutional Characteristics. Most of the institutions represented in the sample were
public (72.72%, SD = .45), and 27.28% were private institutions; 49.20% (SD = .45) of the
schools attended were master’s degree-granting institutions, followed by 39.60% doctoralgranting and 11.20% Baccalaureate only. Barron’s ratings of institutions were recoded as
follows: least competitive (20.10%; SD = .39), moderately competitive (73.30%), and highly
competitive (6.60%; SD = .25). Such was further dummy coded to highly selective = “Yes” = 1
or “Not” = 0. Large institutions were represented at 61.10% with an enrollment size of 5,000 or
more; 24.30% had a medium-sized enrollment of 2,501 to 4,999 students, and 14.60% were
small-sized institutions of 2,500 or less.
Supportive Environment. This study also includes the NSSE engagement indicator
Supportive Environment (SE) as a control variable due to its nature as an institutional measure.
Such data was composed by reviewing the mean and standard deviation of the SE variables, then
dummy coding of “Yes” = 1 and “No” = 0. Therefore, Table 9 also includes the mean and
standard deviation of scores for students’ perception regarding a supportive campus environment
for academics, learning support, non-academic factors, and wellness. The mean supportive
environment experience composite score was 2.94 (SD = .72), meaning the average response
provided by Black students across each of the supportive environment variables was 2.94. Table
9 summarizes the percentages and standard deviations across the dataset for the control variables
used in my study.
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Table 9
Descriptive Statistics-Percentage and Standard Deviation of the Sample (n = 2,104)
Standard
Control Variables

Percentage

Deviation

Female

69.01

.46

Male

30.99

.46

Low (C+ or lower)

17.11

.38

Mid (B+ to B-)

50.38

.50

High (A or A-)

32.51

.47

STEM

42.59

.43

Non-STEM

57.41

.57

Without a bachelor’s degree

54.75

.49

Bachelor’s Degree or Higher

45.25

.49

Private Institution

27.28

.45

Public Institution

72.72

.45

39.60

.49

Gender

Grades

Major Field

Parental Education

Institutional Control

Carnegie Categories (BASIC 2015)
Doctoral granting
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Masters’

49.20

.50

Baccalaureate

11.20

.32

Highly Competitive

6.60

.25

Moderately Competitive

73.30

.44

Least Competitive

20.10

.39

Small (Enrollment = 2,500 or less)

14.60

.35

Medium (Enrollment = 2,501–4,999)

24.30

.43

Large (Enrollment = 5,000 and above)

61.10

.49

96.06

.19

95.20

.21

82.56

.38

etc.)

93.58

.25

Supportive Environment Experiences

Mean

(composite score)

2.94

Institutional Selectivity

Institutional Size

Supportive Environment (Institutional Emphasis)
Providing support to help students
succeed academically
Using learning support services
(tutoring services, writing center, etc.)
Helping you manage your non-academic
responsibilities (work, family, etc.)
Providing support for your overall wellbeing (recreation, health care, counseling,
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.72

Supportive Environment and Intent to Persist. It was also found (Table 10) that for
Black students who indicated an intent to persist, the mean perceived supportive environment
score was 2.99 (SD = .71), succeeded by only one-tenth by students who self-identified as
Hispanic or Latino (M = 3.00; SD = .70). Therefore, an independent t-test was conducted to
determine if there was sufficient evidence to indicate that the perception of a supportive campus
environment for students who indicated an intent to persist differed significantly across racial
and ethnic groups. Specifically, given this sample, it is represented in Table 11 that significant
differences were found between the perception of a supportive campus environment when
comparing all students who self-identified as Black and intending to persist (n = 1,751) and those
who indicated intending to persist and self-identified as Asian (n = 1,949; t = 3.99; df = 3.698; p
< .001), as well as those who indicated preferring not to respond to the race/ethnicity question (n
= 283; t = 3.53; df = 2,032; p < .001).
Table 10
Supportive Environment by Race & Affirmative Intent to Persist
Race/Ethnicity & number of observations

Mean

Standard Deviation

Hispanic or Latino (observations=3,165)

3.00

.70

Black (observations = 1,751)

2.99

.71

= 179)

2.97

.70

White (observations = 13,001)

2.96

.65

American Indian or Alaska Native (observations = 316) 2.92

.70

Asian (observations = 1,949)

2.90

.66

Prefer not to respond (observations = 283)

2.83

.69

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander (observations
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Other (Observations = 55)

2.56

.69

Table 11
t-test for Black Student Supportive Campus Environment and Affirmative Intent to Persist in
Comparison to Other Races
Hispanic Native
White
American Asian
Prefer
Other
or Latino

Hawaiian

(n =

Indian or

(n =

not to

(n =

(n =

or other

13,001)

Alaska

1,949)

respond

55)

3,165)

Pacific

Native (n

(n =

Islander

= 316)

283)

Race &
Number of
Observations

(n = 179)
Black (n =
1,751)
t-value

.48

0.36

1.80

1.62

4.00

3.53

1.65

Df

4,914

1928

14750

2,065

3,698

2,032

1,804

Standard

0.02

0.06

0.02

0.04

0.02

0.05

0.10

***

***

Error of
Difference

Significance
*p < .05;
**p < .01;
***p < .001
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Procedure for Data Analysis
Using Stata, an integrated software package for data science used in the social sciences
for statistical analysis, the analytical processes included descriptive (to describe specific
characteristics of the sample and checking variables to ensure consistency of assumptions) and
regression analysis. Categorical variables were recoded to dummy variables (0 = “no/not sure/did
not use/was not retained;” 1 = “yes/intended to return”). The NSSE dataset I received also
contained data coded as missing. Upon emailing the NSSE administration as to the reason, I was
told that the reason was twofold. First, respondents sometimes abandon a survey; therefore,
questions at the end have a higher rate of missing responses or respondents or being left blank.
The second reason was specifically related to the question from the academic advising module
that had nine response items. Since the “not applicable” response options for what would have
otherwise been an ordinal variable were coded as missing (to make them ordinal), the mean and
other linear changes could be calculated. Therefore, in consultation with my dissertation
committee, the academic advising module question that had the nine response items, in
accordance with prior research, was scored using a graded response model to account for the
missing and non-applicable data by combining the response options and treating them as one
continuous variable, based on a summary of the nine responses. Those responses were then
averaged for each student across the nine categories, with “very much” = 4, “quite a bit” = 3,
“some” = 2, and “very little” = 1. Since continuous variables can be standardized,
this variable was then standardized with a mean of zero and a standard deviation of one. In
addition, the remaining missing data were removed via listwise deletion.
My sample, African American (Black) college students from 4-year public and private
universities, was analyzed using descriptive statistics and binary logistic regression, a commonly
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used method for dichotomous dependent variables (Spreader, 2014). Since the outcome variable
of this study was a dichotomous categorical variable, binary logistic regression was utilized for
analyzing the model. NSSE also accounted for the need for oversampling and other design
factors due to the nature of underrepresented groups. Thus, my consideration of weight values
was unnecessary.
Study Limitations
This study has several limitations to be noted. First, the findings of this study are limited
by the variables available in the data source. For instance, NSSE lacked questions on financial
aid, family income variables, and high school GPA, which are important variables for decisions
regarding the intention to return the following semester. Another dataset, the Combined 2017
Beginning College Survey of Student Engagement-2018 National Survey of Student Engagement
(BCSSE17-NSSE18) data file, does include data on those variables; however, using that dataset
instead would have led to a greatly reduced number of cases available for my sample size for
Black or African American students. Specifically, out of the approximately 9,000 cases in the
BCSSE17-NSSE18 combined file, only approximately 1,200 of those students completed the
Academic Advising module; of those 1,200 students, only 120 were African American students.
Therefore, the decision was made not to utilize the BCSSE17-NSSE18 combined data file and
instead to use the isolated NSSE-18 dataset and the 2018 Advising Module.
Another limitation with the available data is that the NSSE does not contain data on
institutional factors such as institutional expenditures and student engagement at the institutional
level, which may be important to include in the model. The results of this research are also
limited to the outcome measure used in the study—1-year intention to return to the same
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university, rather than actual persistence. Results may also differ in unknown ways if studied for
a longer term, i.e., 2 or 3-year retention or for graduation rates.
NSSE also lacked measures of student performance in high school. According to a study
by Allensworth and Clark (2020), high school GPA (grade point average) is five times stronger
than ACT scores for predicting college graduation. Such supports prior research as well that high
school GPA was the most effective predictor of college grades, regardless of SAT performance
(Hiss & Franks, 2014). However, research findings also show that high school GPA and GPA
during the first semester of college are significant predictors of persistence (Stewart et al., 2015).
My findings are also limited to institutions that chose to participate in both the 2018 NSSE
survey and its 2018 academic advising module and may have self-selected the module for biased
reasons unknown to me.
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS
Introduction
The objective of this quantitative regression analysis was to examine significant
academic integration factors that may relate to first-year college retention for African American
4-year college students. Particularly, I explored if proactive academic advising, defined by the
National Academic Advising Association (NACADA, 2012) as “deliberate, intensive academic
advising designed to increase the probability of student success, enhance student motivation,
strategies for expressing interest and involvement with students, educating students on all
options, and approaching students before situations develop” (NACADA, 2012), is a success
factor that aided in 4-year African American college student persistence through the first year.
The goal in doing so is to improve understanding of the extent to which academic advising
experiences and academic integration factors are related to African American college students’
intention to persist through the first year. Therefore, this chapter describes the results of the
binary logistic regression for the study due to the nature of the dependent (outcome) variable—
first-year student intention to return or not (translated as persistence)—through explanations,
tables, and figures. Lastly, a summary of the most significant findings is provided.
Logistic Regression Results
To examine significant academic integration factors that may relate to first-year college
retention for African American 4-year college students, inclusive of proactive academic advising,
and to determine if it is a success factor that aids in their retention through the first year, binary
logistic regression was relied upon to answer my research question:
What academic advising and academic integration factors relate to first-year student
intent to return among African American 4-year college students?
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The binary logistic regression results (Table 12) list the odds ratios, standard errors, and level of
significance in relation to the dependent variable (intention to persist) for each of the academic
advising variables, control variables, and independent variables.
The academic advising variables were derived from the four questions on the NSSE
Academic Advising Module—originally 12 items due to one question that contained nine
additional response items as a composite measure of advising encounters. Such was used by
NSSE as a gauge of more qualitative components of the advising experience. However, for my
model, the nine additional response items were consolidated to a graded response composite
variable of academic advising experience after multicollinearity was noted due to matrix
correlation and V.I.F. testing. Therefore, the academic advising module variables relating to
Black students' 4-year college academic advising experiences for this model are as follows:
1. Met with an academic advisor
2. Academic advisors reached out to students about their academic progress or
performance
3. The academic advisor was a primary source of advice regarding academic plans
4. Characteristics of optimal academic advising (standardized score)
An additional independent variable from the NSSE core survey measuring students' perceived
quality of interactions with an academic advisor was also reviewed as an academic advising
variable.
The nine control variables were student demographic variables of gender, grades, major
field, and parental education, in addition to institutional variables of control, Carnegie categories,
selectivity (measured as the level of competitiveness), size, and students’ perceptions of the
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institution as a supportive college environment. The remaining independent variables were
student-faculty interactions and collaborative learning/interaction with peers.
Interactions with Advisor
Academic Advising Experiences
In my model, logistic regression analysis showed evidence of a significant and positive
relationship between characteristics of optimal academic advising and Black students’ first-year
intention to persist (OR = 1.17 p < .05), signifying that for Black students, every one unit
increase in the characteristics of optimal academic advising is related to a 17% increase in the
odds of intent to persist. In addition, for Black students who perceived having an excellent
quality of interactions with an advisor, logistic regression results showed a statistically
significant difference (OR = 1.65; p < .05), with an odds of intent to persist that tended to be
65% higher than the odds for those who indicated a poor quality of interactions with an advisor.
No evidence of a significant relationship was found between meeting with an academic advisor,
academic advisor as the primary source of advice regarding academic plans, or academic advisor
reaching out to students about academic progress or performance and first-year Black student
intent to persist since the p-values were all greater than .05.
Demographic Interactions and Institutional Interactions
Control Variables
As also indicated in Table 12, of the nine control variables used in my model, five
showed no significant effect on Black students’ intention to persist: gender, parental education,
institutional control, Carnegie Categories (BASIC 2015), and institutional size. Yet, the
following four control variables showed a significant relationship to Black students’ intention to
persist: grades, major field, institutional selectivity, and supportive environment.
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Grades
For Black students with high grades (mostly A to A-; OR = 1.98; p < .001), the
odds of intent to persist were 98% higher than the odds for those who had grades of C+
or lower. No statistically significant difference was found in this model for grades
ranging between B- and B+.
Major Field
The major field variable showed a statistically significant odds ratio for Black
STEM (science, technology, engineering, and math) majors (OR = 1.29; p < .05),
signifying that the odds of intent to persist of those who indicated a STEM major field of
discipline was 29% higher than the odds of intent to return those who were non-STEM.
Institutional Selectivity
Black students who attended institutions regarded by the Barron’s Selectivity
Index as highly competitive tended to have 389% higher odds of intent to return the
following year (OR = 4.89; p < .001) compared to those who attended institutions
regarded by Barron’s as least competitive.
Supportive Environment
Black students who indicated a higher perception of the supportiveness of the campus
environment regarding the institution’s emphasis on helping them manage their non-academic
responsibilities (work, family, etc.) tended to have 44% greater odds of intent to return the next
year (OR = 1.44; p <.001) than those who had a lower perception of supportiveness of their
campus environment regarding the institution’s emphasis on helping them manage their nonacademic responsibilities. In this model, no evidence of a statistically significant difference was
found for Black students’ intent to persist regarding an institutional emphasis on providing
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support to help students succeed academically, using learning support services (tutoring services,
writing center, etc.), or providing support for their overall well-being (recreation, health care,
counseling, etc.).
Interactions with Faculty and Interaction with Peers
In my model, using the independent variables of student-faculty interactions and
collaborative learning (Table 12), evidence was shown for a statistically significant relationship
between the collaborative learning method of explaining course material to one or more
students (OR = 2.42; p < .01) and first-year Black student intent to persist. Such implies an odds
of intent to persist that was 142% higher than for those who did not. No evidence of statistical
significance was found for an association between student-faculty interactions, the collaborative
learning methods of asking other students to help them understand course material or working
with other students on course projects or assignments, and first-year Black student’ intent to
persist, as all p values were greater than .05.
Table 12
Logistic Regression
Dependent Variable: Return Expected (Intent to

Odds Ratio Standard

Return)

Error

Number of Observations (n = 2,104) Variables
Academic Advising Experiences
Interactions with Advisor
1.19

Met with academic advisor

Academic advisors reached out to students about their .90
academic progress or performance

71

.34
.15

Significance

1.20

.16

1.17

.09

*

Perceived excellent quality interactions with advisor

1.64

.32

*

Perceived good quality interactions with advisor

1.34

.24

Student-Faculty Interactions: Discussed your academic 1.00

.19

Academic advisor was primary source of advice
regarding academic plans
Characteristics of optimal academic advising
(standardized score)

Independent Variables for Academic Engagement
Indicators
Interactions with Faculty

performance with a faculty member
Student-Faculty Interactions: Talked about career plans 1.09

.21

with a faculty member
Student-Faculty Interactions: Discussed course topics, .85

.14

ideas, or concepts with a faculty member outside of
class
Student-Faculty Interactions: Worked with a faculty

1.13

.16

2.42

.71

member on activities other than coursework
(committees, student groups, etc.)
Interactions with Student Peers
Collaborative Learning: Explained course material to
one or more students
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**

Collaborative Learning: Asked another student to help .83

.22

you understand course material
Collaborative Learning: Worked with other students on 1.07

.28

course projects or assignments
Control Variables
Demographic Interactions
Female

1.01

.14

College Grades (B+ to B-)

1.14

.18

College Grades (A or A-)

1.98

.37

***

STEM Majors

1.29

.16

*

Parental Education: Bachelor’s Degree or Higher

1.23

.16

Private institution

.87

.17

Doctoral degree-granting institution

.99

.28

Master’s degree-granting institution

.94

.23

Highly selective institution

4.89

2.11

Moderately selective institution

1.04

.16

Mid-sized school (Enrollment = 2,501–4,999)

1.31

.29

Large school (Enrollment = 5,000 and above)

1.38

.36

Supportive Environment: Institutional emphasis:

1.44

.42

Institutional Interactions

Providing support to help students succeed
academically
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***

1.44

.24

Supportive Environment: Institutional emphasis: Using 1.10

.30

Supportive Environment: Institutional emphasis:

*

Helping you manage your non-academic
responsibilities (work, family, etc.)

learning support services (tutoring services, writing
center, etc.)
Supportive Environment: Institutional emphasis:

1.11

.27

Providing support for your overall well-being
(recreation, health care, counseling, etc.)
* Significance: *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
Therefore, Chapter 4, in accordance with the data, represented the findings of my study
and revealed the answer to my research question, “What academic advising and academic
integration factors relate to first-year student intent to return among African American 4-year
college students?” Each finding was also addressed via descriptive statistics and data analysis as
a result of binary logistic regression. Conclusions, recommendations, and suggestions for future
research are detailed in Chapter 5.
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CHAPTER 5: SUMMARY
This chapter contains a summary of the findings of this quantitative binary logistic
regression study, performed to determine which academic advising and academic integration
factors relate to first-year student intent to persist (measured as persistence) among African
American 4-year college students. A discussion of findings, implications, conclusions, and
recommendations for future research was shared. This chapter will also examine how this study
can add to the present literature by improving our understanding of the extent to which academic
advisement, academic integration, and academic engagement interactions are related to African
American college students’ intention to persist through the first year and success factors for this
population of students.
Summary of Findings
This binary logistic regression study analyzed the nature of the dependent (outcome)
variable—first-year student intention to return or not (translated as persistence)—as associated
with various integration factors as predictor variables. Specifically, supported by prior research,
the study was applied to determining the relationships between demographic characteristics of
gender and parental education; academic advising characteristics and experiences; institutional
characteristics of institutional control (private versus public), institutional selectivity, Basic 2015
Carnegie Classification, institutional size, and supportive environment (due to its nature as an
institutional measure); and other college factors of major field and college grades, as well as
three NSSE academic engagement variables specific to my study: quality of interactions with an
academic advisor, student-faculty interactions as a function of student advisement from faculty
advisers, and collaborative learning. My sample was 2,104 students who self-identified as having
Black or African American racial/ethnic identity and participated in both the 2018 National
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Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) and its 2018 Academic Advising Module. I also used
descriptive statistics and independent t-tests in the development of my findings to answer my
research question, “What academic advising and academic integration factors relate to first-year
student intent to return among African American four-year college students?”
Of the 2,104 Black students for this model, intent to return the following year was
reported by 83.22% of the participants, and the answer to my research question led to the answer
that the following factors relate to first-year student intent to return among African American 4year college students:
•

The characteristics of optimal academic advising;

•

student perception of excellent quality interactions with the advisor;

•

the collaborative learning method of students explaining course material to one or
more of their peers;

•

students attaining college grades of A or A-;

•

being a STEM major;

•

attending a highly selective institution; and

•

the supportive environment factor of students perceiving an institutional emphasis on
helping them manage their non-academic responsibilities, i.e., work, family, etc.

In this model, controlling for all other factors, no evidence of a statistically significant
relationship was found between Black students’ first-year intent to persist and student-faculty
interactions or the collaborative learning methods of asking another student to help them
understand course material or working with other students on course projects or assignments.
In addition, for Black students who indicated an intent to persist, the mean perceived
supportive environment score (2.99) was among the highest in comparison to other self-

76

identified races and surpassed only by those who self-identified as Hispanic. However,
independent t-test results determined no difference in perceived supportive environment and
intent to persist in Black students as compared to Hispanic students. Yet, there were significant
differences between the perception of a supportive campus environment for Black students with
affirmative intent to persist (n = 1,751) and Asian students who indicated the same, as well as
those who indicated preferring not to respond to the race/ethnicity question.
Discussion of Findings
Academic Advising Experiences
The finding of my study of academic advising components being a highly valued and
effective strategy for retaining students, especially first-generation students, is consistent with
prior literature on student retention (Levitz, 2014, 2018; McGuffey et al. 2018; Swecker et al.,
2013). However, my study also showed no evidence of a significant relationship between Black
students’ intention to persist and the frequency of meeting with an academic advisor, the
academic advisor as the primary source of advice regarding academic plans or the academic
advisor reaching out to students. Although these results were surprising, they are in accordance
with a 2011 study by Noel-Levitz, which reported that academic advisor availability is not
recognized as a factor of high importance/high satisfaction for students of color, first-year
students, or students with a GPA of 2.99 or less. However, for my study, Black first-year
students with a GPA of less than B (3.00) would be reflected by only 27.99% of the sample (SD
= .45).
Nevertheless, the characteristics of the optimal academic advising standardized
composite variable gave good insight into the advising factors that work together for Black
students, as the mean of the graded response score for this variable was 27.11, meaning the
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average response across each of the nine variables was 3.01—highest of all students who selfidentified as any other race. The independent t-test then proved this finding as a statistically
significant difference between the academic advising experiences of students who self-identify
as Black and students who do not. The factors were as follows:
•

Academic advisor was available when needed;

•

Academic advisor listened closely to students’ concerns and questions;

•

Academic advisor informed students of important deadlines;

•

Academic advisor helped students understand academic rules and policies;

•

Academic advisor informed students of academic support options (tutoring, study
groups, help with writing, etc.);

•

Academic advisor provided useful information about courses;

•

Academic advisor helped students when they had academic difficulties

•

Academic advisor helped students get information on special opportunities (study
abroad, internship, research projects, etc.); and

•

Academic advisor discussed students’ career interests and post-graduation plans.

Such was further supported by the logistic regression results that for Black students,
every one unit increase in the characteristics of optimal academic advising is related to a 17%
increase in the odds of intent to persist. In addition, for Black students who perceived having an
excellent quality of interactions with an advisor, logistic regression results showed a statistically
significant difference (OR = 1.65; p < .05), with an odds of intent to persist that tended to be
65% higher than the odds for those who indicated perceiving a poor quality of interactions with
academic advisors. Therefore, for Black students, the student’s perception of the quality of the
academic advising interaction matters. Such findings echo my literature review, especially
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Longwell-Grice et al. (2016), who noted that advisors who understand the challenges of firstgeneration students as they navigate their changing family status can proactively guide such
students toward the degrees they seek.
Demographic Characteristics
Gender and Parental Education. My study found no evidence showing a significant
relationship between intention to persist and gender or parental education for Black students.
Prior literature reflects varying results on the association of gender differences with persistence.
For instance, similar studies (Stewart et al., 2015; Swecker et al., 2013) continued to find no
statistically significant association, just as in my study. Yet, although Stewart et al. (2015) found
a statistically significant main effect for ethnicity, none was found for the main effect of gender
on persistence. In contrast, Whalen and Shelley’s (2010) study found that male, as well as White
and Asian, students had close to a 75% higher probability of persisting and graduating than
women and underrepresented minority students—a population that was far more likely to drop
out. In that study (Whalen & Shelley, 2010), the gender gap was surmised to be due, in part, to
expectations by women of performing poorly in math and science courses— cultural gender
stereotype. Perhaps such variance is also impacted by the common finding that males are
commonly found to be less represented in college populations (the 2018 NSSE dataset for gender
distribution was 69% for females and 31% for males), and the number of Black males is even
starker, so whether they successfully persist or do not, both show an impact. In addition,
according to Ewert (2012), men were more likely than women to be part-time college students
(40% versus 34%) and tended to take time off from degree attainment (31% versus 24%),
therefore increasing the probability of them being less likely to graduate.
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As for parental education, the finding of no statistical difference was surprising and
contrary to prior research, which often shows a positive statistically significant association with
persistence for students whose parents have graduated college, as opposed to first-generation
college students. However, studying their likelihood of persistence through the first year makes
them unique. For instance, Ishitani (2016) also found no evidence of statistically significant
differences in attrition behaviors for first-generation students and non-first-generation students
during the first and third years of college; his finding was that first-generation higher education
students were most likely to withdraw during their second year, being 80% more likely to do so
than their non-first-generation peers. Perhaps that factor is impacting my study as well.
College Experience Characteristics
This study provides sufficient evidence for concluding that there is no significant
relationship between Black student intention to persist and institutional control, Carnegie
Categories (BASIC 2015), and institutional size, findings contrary to some of the prior research
indicating attributes such as size, and student demographics as empirically linked with retention
(ACT, 2014).
However, the findings for evidence of statistical significance for institutional selectivity
(positively related to retention, even after accounting for differences in institutional control)
(Astin et al., 2012; Pike, 2013; Tinto, 1993) and student perception of a supportive campus
environment are highly supported by prior research (Stewart et al., 2015; Swecker et al., 2013).
Institutional Selectivity. Black students who attended institutions regarded by the
Barron’s Selectivity Index as highly competitive tended to have 389% higher odds of intent to
return the following year as compared to those who attended institutions regarded by Barron’s as
least competitive. This finding is supportive of prior research trends. For instance, according to
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Kim (2007), students at highly competitive universities had an approximate 10% higher
probability of degree completion than those from low selectivity institutions. Such was seen
regardless of controlling for institutional and individual variables. Therefore, although selectivity
is usually considered to be a characteristic of an institution, it is most often based on the
academic qualifications/academic qualifications of the entering students (Kim, 2007).
Supportive Environment. As Black students’ perception of the supportiveness of the
campus environment increases about the institution’s emphasis on helping them manage their
non-academic responsibilities (work, family, etc.), their odds of intent to persist tended to
increase 44% higher (OR = 1.44; p < .001) than the odds for those who did not perceive their
campus environment as supportive in providing an emphasis on helping them manage their nonacademic responsibilities (work, family, etc.). Such trends are indicative of factors that, if
unaddressed, can inhibit Black students’ intent to persist. If students have work obligations or
home obligations, such as childcare needs, that cannot be offset by a supportive institutional
environment, and it can become difficult for them to manage or prioritize school obligations.
For instance, a study by Stewart et al. (2015) of 3,213 first-time, full-time, and part-time,
degree-seeking first-year students between 17 and 21 years of age found that Black student
persistence was second to Asian students. He attributed this rare finding to the existence of
cultural diversity programs, explaining that they create a welcoming, supportive environment for
Black students to feel a sense of belonging at White institutions of learning (Stewart et al., 2015).
Such is further supported by findings by Hurtado (1999) that common attitudes and perceptions
defining an institutional campus environment and its members are malleable and the reminder
that different racial and ethnic groups view the campus differently.
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Other College Factors
This study provides evidence of a statistically significant and positive association for both
high college grades and major fields in relation to Black students’ first-year intention to persist.
Grades and Major Field. For Black students with high grades (mostly A to A-), the
odds of intent to persist were 98% higher than the odds for those who had grades of C+ or lower.
Such is consistent with long-standing prior research (Adelman, 1999, 2006; Musoba &
Krichevskiy, 2014; Stewart et al., 2015; Therriault & Krivoshey, 2014; Titus, 2004; Kern et al.,
1998). The major field variable also showed high statistical significance for Black STEM
(science, technology, engineering, and math) majors, signifying that the odds of intent to persist
of those who indicated a STEM major field of discipline was 29% higher than the odds of intent
to return those who were non-STEM majors. The reason for this is offered in an article by Chen
(2013) as the fact that students who measure in STEM disciplines enter with a concrete
understanding of the goals for their major, as well as their future career, which, according to
Willcoxson and Wynder (2010) and other prior research, puts them at an advantage for the
probability of persisting because entering college with a definite major and choice of career
increases the probability of persistence. Therefore, it may be indicative that such students have a
personal investment in earning the degree that will get them to the next step. Both findings are
consistent with prior research, inclusive of research that college STEM majors have lower
attrition rates than students who major in education, humanities, and health sciences (Chen,
2013) but add to the body of research on Black student success factors.
Academic Integration/Engagement
This study provides sufficient evidence for concluding that there is a highly statistically
significant association between first-year Black students’ intention to persist and collaborative
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learning for the study review method of explaining course material to one or more students, with
a tendency of 142% greater odds of intent to return than students who did not use the
collaborative learning method of explaining course material to one or more students. Although,
surprisingly, in my study, no evidence of a statistically significant association was found
between student-faculty interactions and Black student intent to persist, such findings were
consistent with prior literature as findings regarding student-faculty interactions are inconclusive.
Implications
The following are institutional and policy implications based on the findings of my study.
Academic Advising Experiences and Quality of Academic Advisement
This study found a statistical significance for the standardized score for the characteristics
of the academic advising experience, as well as students’ perception of excellent quality
interactions with the advisor. The specific characteristics of the academic advising experience
were the advisor’s availability, listening closely to students’ concerns and questions, informing
them of important details, academic support options, special opportunities, and useful
information about courses, as well as helping them understand academic rules and policies,
helping them when they had academic difficulties, and discussing career interests and graduation
plans. Therefore, it is imperative that institutional stakeholders be intentional about providing
meaningful academic advising experiences in those areas, thereby addressing the needs of
African American students and are beneficial to all students as well.
To assist in this process, institutional investment in increasing or providing an ample
number of academic advisors to decrease or keep student caseloads low could be instrumental.
Perhaps then, academic advisors could invest more of their time in providing an optimal highquality academic advising experience to each student. For academic advisors to impart additional
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investment into the needs of students, departmental practices may also require a cultural shift.
For some, the importance of academic advising may need to be elevated and celebrated –
indicating a mental shift for those in leadership to recognize it as a valuable service that requires
more quality time. Therefore, a reevaluation of the number of academic advisors available to
first-year students and a commitment to lower the advisor-to-student ratios/caseloads could be a
worthwhile endeavor.
In addition, academic advisors could be encouraged and supported in participating in
academic advisor degree and certificate programs to facilitate a standard for quality academic
advisement, especially for first-year students. Such programs are provided through NACADA,
The Institute for Credentialing Excellence, or similar associations, agencies, colleges, and
universities. If costs prohibit all academic advisors from being eligible, it could be offered to
first-year advisors and pro-rated eligibility to others on a first-come, first-serve basis per year.
Institutions could support this initiative through reimbursement of course work associated with
certificate or degree completion, as well as via coursework being eligible to be applied towards a
graduate-level certificate or degree in academic advisement, university graduate course tuition
remission, tuition exchange, or reimbursement for program completion. Doing so would assist in
providing a standardized approach to academic advisement across universities and facilitate
ensuring all first-year students, inclusive of Black students, receive effective and data-driven best
practices during academic advisement encounters.
Institutional stakeholders should also support and implement professional development
workshops and training opportunities for advisors, as well as hold focus groups with students to
determine and specifically address the complex issues that impact Black students. Partnerships
between existing advising units, federally funded TRIO programs, and state-funded educational
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opportunity programs/academic support services programs could also be useful due to
intentionality toward facilitating the connection of resources to its students, conducive to student
satisfaction and improvement of persistence efforts. In addition, college personnel at every level
must be assistive to students by being knowledgeable of the various resource and support
programs of their institutions so they can direct students to them, as necessary.
Therefore, an institutional commitment of college personnel at every level and across all
departments to engaging students by encouraging and supporting the provision of high-quality
academic advising experiences should be emphasized and supported in departmental
conferences, meetings, workshops, speaker series, and fellowship opportunities, focused on
topics and experiences that relate to the diverse communities of its students. However, such
would have to be included in the university’s mission and strategic goals, infused as an
intentional shift in the campus culture.
Collaborative Learning with Peers
The specific finding regarding collaborative learning with peers was that for African
American students, evidence was shown for a statistically significant relationship between the
collaborative learning method of explaining course material to one or more students and firstyear Black students' intent to persist. Such implies an odds of intent to persist that was 142%
higher than for those who did not explain course material to one or more students. Therefore,
learning style was found by this study as a factor of first-year Black student persistence, as
indicated by this collaborative learning study review method. As such, institutional policymakers
and stakeholders should investigate creating additional opportunities for small group recitations
with the flipped classroom method where students explain their learning to classmates and the
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professor – a practice that also supports Tinto’s (2012) recommendation for fostering academic
and social engagement.
This finding also challenges traditional thinking at the university level about how
students are expected to learn. Therefore, consideration by policymakers and higher education
stakeholders may be necessary to consider a transition from a didactic teaching approach to more
Socratic discussion models in small groups using Bloom's Taxonomy framework to question
first-year Black students, with benefits expanding to all students who can benefit from this
learning style. Such could be achievable through university training for professors to become
more familiar with the learning needs and styles of various student populations to gain a deeper
understanding of the learning process of students and the appropriate pedagogies for various
student populations. Therefore, it is relevant to be aware of the various learning styles and needs
across student bodies to provide flexibility in teaching initiatives and implementation.
High Grades
The implication of students who achieve A to A- averages in their coursework having an
odds ratio tendency of intent to persist that was 98% higher than the odds for those who had
grades of C+ or lower demonstrates the need for academic interventions for first-year Black
students who fall outside the A- parameter within their individual courses. It is necessary to
recognize that this may not pertain to all student populations, and further research is needed, as
there could be cultural factors involved that relate to academic achievement and success
standards on the part of first-year Black students' belief systems as well.
These systems must be carefully accessed through not only academic intervention to
support A to A- averages in coursework but also be coupled with effective mental health
counseling on the realities of academic achievement to create healthy self-perceptions of ability,
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success criteria, and personal responsibility and ownership of such academic achievement. This
counseling should be provided from the skillset of social workers trained in the social and
cultural norms of Black students’ educational goals, as well as with the recognition of
achievement gaps that exist in this population of students.
STEM Major Field
The implication of the STEM major field versus non-STEM speaks to the issue of some
disciplines perhaps requiring more effort for improvement in retention rates, as non-STEM major
students were found to have lower retention rates than STEM major students among African
American students. Although the cause extends beyond the scope of my study, one explanation
for this finding is in accordance with prior literature (Griffith, 2010; Kokklenberg & Sinha, 2010;
Price, 2011) that students who persist to a STEM major, on average, have a tendency toward
higher secondary school GPA and a greater amount of STEM AP classes; a significant gap in
average SAT scores was also noted for students who planned to major in a STEM field and
persisted, as opposed to those who did not persist. This led the researchers to propose that
students who had lower test scores, high school grades, and less emphasis on STEM preparation
in high school may have been less prepared for the rigor of college STEM courses. If such is the
case, an emphasis on improving test scores, high school grades and expanding STEM AP course
offerings to all students could be a beneficial consideration. Therefore, education stakeholders
and policymakers should consider providing increased opportunity and course offerings for
minority students to take AP courses , early exposure to STEM fields, and increased investment
in and/or financial support for STEM opportunity and support programs.
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Institutional Selectivity
My study also found that Black students who attended institutions regarded by the
Barron’s Selectivity Index as “highly competitive” had a tendency of 372% higher odds of intent
to return the following year compared to those who did not attend highly competitive
institutions. Therefore, less selective institutions should make more of an effort to assist Black
students in being retained through the first year. According to both Astin (1993) and Tinto
(1993), changing what the institution does once students arrive on campus is the most effective
way to increase student retention. In addition, research by Habley and McClanahan (2004) found
that increasing advising staff, creating centers that combine academic advising and life/career
planning, and integrating academic advising resources that also meet students’ non-academic
needs, are practices that distinguish institutions with high persistence rates from those with
persistence rates that are low. Such also supports my study’s finding that the characteristics and
quality of academic advising, and the perception of a supportive campus environment for helping
African American students meet their non-academic needs, are statistically significant factors for
African American college student persistence.
Therefore, as African American students who attended less selective institutions were
found in my study to have lower persistence rates, my recommendations for policymakers and
stakeholders are to include academic advising interventions in their strategic plan to address this
issue. Examples are provided for an increased ratio of high-quality academic advising staff to
students, resources, and academic advising centers that address students’ non-academic and
academic needs—practices that would be beneficial for Black students and the total student
population.
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Supportive Environment
Also, as it was specifically noted in this study that for Black students, higher odds for
intent to persist are associated with an institutional emphasis on helping students manage their
non-academic responsibilities, work, family, etc., it would be worthwhile to develop on-campus
services that would support this objective. For instance, a childcare center where students who
are parents could drop off their children in a high-quality and fun environment. Another idea is
an afterschool center on campus for students who need to assist in managing younger siblings
and could drop them off for homework help, a snack, and fun activities, while the college student
studies or is in class. The cost of providing such quality environments and experiences can be
offset by grant writing and alumni giving to students, which enhance the perception of a
supportive and caring institution environment. Therefore, institutions of higher learning must
focus on creating a campus environment that is perceived as welcoming by all students, in more
ways than the academic realm, as improvements benefit not just Black students but all students.
As reminded by Barbera et al. (2020), if students are uncomfortable in the college environment,
the likelihood of them remaining in it is minuscule.
Recommendations for Future Research
There are a few suggestions for future data collection and research in this field that are
worth discussing. For instance, this study could not consider some important predictors in the
model, namely parental income, college entry age, high school GPA, college GPA, etc., due to
the restriction of the data. Hence, future NSSE data collection may include such variables in the
survey questions to allow researchers to control for these predictors when studying college
persistence for African American students. Similarly, as prior research also shows a relationship
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between high school/college GPA and college student persistence, the NSSE survey may
consider including such variables in future data collection.
Also, the findings of my study indicated that the quality of academic advising sessions is
another factor with statistical significance for African American students. Thus, to bring forth
even more rich data and greater insight into students’ experiences with academic advising,
additional questions could be added to the NSSE Academic Advising Module to determine how
such quality is ascertained. Examples include those which address the adequacy of the amount of
time spent during academic advising sessions, as well as students’ perceptions during the
sessions as to their comfort level or lack thereof with the academic advisor and the resources
provided. Additional studies on the actual quality of academic advising experiences and the type
of advising experiences that students perceive as excellent are also recommended, as well as
comparisons across racial and ethnic groups to examine if there are any differences. Therefore,
future research to survey advisors who receive evaluations by students of being an advisor who
has provided excellent quality advising interactions would be an opportunity to obtain additional
techniques and suggestions for best practice.
Another finding of this study was that Black student persistence is impacted by the
perception of a supportive campus environment that emphasizes assisting with their nonacademic responsibilities; perhaps issues within Black students’ communities also impact their
persistence efforts. One way of studying how campus efforts could impact a student’s
community base could be to study the impact of campus leaders who are intentional about
including issues in their campus messages that are relevant to students’ community base, thereby
showing they affirm the value of students’ cultural communities and its students, as supported by
sparse prior research (Museus & Saelua, 2018). As family responsibilities also impact students’
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non-academic needs, future research is also recommended to determine additional ways of
supporting students in that regard, such as childcare options, development of discounts at local
off-campus businesses (i.e., supermarkets, barbershops, hair salons, and self-care facilities) to
encourage support of local businesses.
Another finding was that for Black students who indicated an intent to persist, a
statistically significant difference was found associated with the perception of a supportive
campus environment that differed across racial and ethnic groups. Therefore, additional campus
support experience research is needed for Black students in comparison to students of other
races/ethnicities. Perhaps consideration could be extended to whether prioritizing the formation
of spaces where students of color can connect with other students of similar backgrounds and
cultural understandings, a factor that could not be addressed by this study, is impactful.
Examples include offices of diversity and inclusion, cultural and multicultural centers, and ethnic
studies programs, as well as supporting the development and growth of ethnic student
organizations. Similarly, examination of the persistence rates for Black immigrant students in
comparison to U.S.-born students may provide impactful future research for evidence on the
success factors for that population of students as well – another factor that could not be
addressed by this study.
Finally, the effect of employment opportunities for Black students—on-campus versus.
off-campus—was unable to be addressed by this study due to the limited data available and
would provide meaningful future research. For instance, one could explore whether the addition
of on-campus work opportunities that pay commensurate salaries as off-campus employment or
campus partnerships with local employers would be positively associated with a student’s ability
to persist as well.
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Conclusion
In response to the problem of college persistence rates being consistently lower for
African American students than any other ethnic group, with Black students persisting at the
lowest rate of 66.2%, in relation to an overall persistence to fall 2018 by all students (2.6 million)
of 74%, this study was completed to determine significant academic engagement and academic
integration factors that are statistically significantly associated with Black student intent to
persist. According to the findings of this study, they are as follows: academic advising
experiences, institutional selectivity, high college grades of A and A-, STEM major field,
perceived supportive environment, quality of interactions with the academic advisor, and
collaborative learning.
The study was guided by Tinto’s revised Student Integration Framework (1993, 2004,
2007)—as the initial framework (1975) did not represent a more racially and ethnically diverse,
less traditional student population—and Astin’s Theory of Student Involvement (1985) due to
the focus on the relationship of academic integration, inclusive of proactive academic advising,
for African American 4-year students in relation to their intention to persist through the first year
of higher education. The student-level persistence indicators utilized in the conceptual model
were demographic characteristics, academic advising and academic integration, other college
characteristics, and institutional characteristics. The finalized conceptual model and variable
choices were based on the literature review.
Lastly, according to National Student Clearinghouse (2021) data, the fall 2020
persistence rate for first-time, full-time students who were first-year students in fall 2019 and
returned to college for their sophomore year was 74%—a rate representing an unprecedented 1year drop in two percentage points (its lowest since 2012) and considered pandemic related.
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Correspondingly, the retention rate dropped 0.7 percentage points to 66.2 (National Student
Clearinghouse, 2021). However, persistence rate gaps by race/ethnicity remained consistently
wide as in past cohort years. Specifically, a 22-percentage point gap was found between Asian
students (the highest at 86.5%) and Black students (the lowest at 64.9%; National Student
Clearinghouse, 2021). Therefore, ongoing research on the success factors for reducing the gap
remains.
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